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INTRODUCTION 


Looking back across the years, I’m astonished. When 
this book appears in 1990, I will have been publishing 
science fiction in eight decades. A statistical fluke, of 
course, yet I have lived through most of the history of 
American science fiction. Beginning with one story in 
1928, back before Hugo Gernsback invented the term 
“science fiction,” I published three more in 1929. 

By the Thirties, I could call myself a pro. In a fan 
letter, Isaac Asimov graded eighteen of my published 
stories and rated me third in the field, after “Doc” Smith 
and John W. Campbell. Another fan tabulated letters from 
readers and announced that Giles Habibula, in my “Legion 
of Space,” had been the most popular character of the 
decade. 

Yet my world was not entirely rosy. Still feeling my 
way into life, I spent a year under analysis. I was never 
prolific, and the pulps paid only a cent or so a word. 
Survival wasn’t easy, yet I earned enough to let me keep 
on writing science fiction. All that really mattered. 

The Forties were interrupted by World War II. I spent 
three years as an Air Force weather forecaster, finally in 
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the Northern Solomons, yet my best-remembered stories 
date from that decade. The magazine version of “Darker 
Than You Think” was done in 1940 for Campbell’s Un- 
known while I was back under analysis. The “seetee” 
stories, about antimatter and signed “Will Stewart,” were 
the last project before I went to war. “With Folded 
Hands,” included here, was the second story after I got 
home. 

It’s a novelette. A natural length, I think, for science 
fiction, because it allows a comfortable space for devel- 
opment of idea and necessary background. The Bomb 
had exploded while I was still forecasting tropical weather 
for the Marines, and the story shows the shadow it had 
already cast over all science fiction. It’s a darker story, 
in fact, than I intended to make it. I first saw the too- 
competent humanoids merely as another villain force for 
my resourceful hero to overcome. They dismayed me 
when I got to know them, and I put the manuscript aside 
to write “The Equalizer,” a companion piece about a less 
likely invention that does lead toward a better society. 

Though Campbell had always followed his own glow- 
ing vision of a magnificent human future, he liked the 
story, as readers seemed to, and asked for the sequel that 
became The Humanoids, my most-often reprinted and 
translated book. 

My personal life through the Fifties was probably the 
happiest it had ever been. I had married Blanche in 1947, 
and we had 37 fine years together. Yet, for me as a writer 
the decade was a time of crisis. John Campbell’s “Golden 
Age” had ended. Horace Gold and Tony Boucher were 
editing new magazines filled with the work of able new 
writers, and I felt that the field was about to pass me by. 
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Yet I had at least one lucky break. The New York 
Sunday News asked me to write a comic strip, “Beyond 
Mars.” Paying better money than I had ever earned, it 
ran for three years on the back page of the color wrap- 
around, opposite “Dick Tracy” on the front. My heart was 
broken when it died, but that in fact became another 
fortunate break. 

I had learned to enjoy regular pay. With science fic- 
tion seeming so uncertain, I went back to college, earned 
two degrees from my home-town university and a doc- 
torate from Colorado, and became a college professor. A 
richer career, I think, than carrying on the comic strip 
might have been, and no bad thing for me as a writer. 

The Fifties did produce another novel, Dragon’s Is- 
land, which I think introduced the term “genetic engi- 
neering.” A couple of unfinished projects got into print 
as collaborations, Starbridge, with Jim Gunn, and the 
“Undersea” series with Frederik Pohl. “The Happiest 
Creature” was written for one of Pohl’s pioneering “Star” 
anthologies. It’s part of a series, done mostly for Campbell 
and finally reprinted as The Trial of Terra. 

That was a time of flying saucer sightings, and a time 
when Campbell believed in the parapsychology of Joseph 
Rhine as devoutly as he did in the Dean drive and dia- 
netics. To rationalize the story background, I assumed 
that an earlier human civilization had invented a science 
of psionics, based on a massless particle I called the psion. 
Now living off the Earth, secret observers from this elder 
race are fostering our own uncertain progress. 

Through the Sixties, most of my efforts went toward 
completing my doctorate and learning the ropes of aca- 
deme. Hard work, but I enjoyed it. Especially a pioneer 
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class I taught in science fiction. The series of collabora- 
tions with Fred Pohl that became The Starchild Trilogy 
helped keep my name alive, and I was able to write a 
few shorter things, the best of them “Jamboree.” 

I had begun attending the Milford Conferences. These 
were week-long seminars in science fiction, where 
Damon Knight gathered a dozen or so pros and as many 
bright newcomers for round-table criticism of submitted 
stories. “Jamboree” was done in a Milford aftermath, 
intended for one of Harlan Ellison’s Dangerous Visions 
anthologies. It reflects the Milford emphasis on style and 
story technique, as well as my own notion of what Har- 
lan wanted — though my agent sold it to Galaxy instead 
of offering it to him. 

The Seventies were more productive, though a good 
deal of my time went to promoting science fiction as a 
legitimate subject for the classroom and academic study. 
Fred and I wrote more collaborations. On my own, 
besides a few shorter pieces, I published 7he Moon Chil- 
dren, The Power of Blackness, and Brother to Demons, 
Brother to Gods. 

I retired from regular teaching in 1977, but writers 
don’t have to retire. With more writing time in the Eight- 
ies, I’ve been delighted to find that the springs of crea- 
tion are not entirely dry. Fred and I still collaborate. I’ve 
done a number of novels, the most recent Mazeway. It’s 
due out in April, to open the Nineties. 

“Mental Man” is my latest short story. It was written 
for Amazing Stories, to run on the sixtieth anniversary of 
my first story there. The title and then the theme were 
suggested by the title of the first, “The Metal Man.” I wrote 
several drafts, always looking for some ultimate and 
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dramatic Good Thing that a computer-aided brain might 
accomplish. 

Standing now at the dawn of a new decade, I can look 
back across a life vastly enriched by science fiction and 
by all the great people I have known in the field. Though 
I’m beginning to feel the weight of time, I’m still excited 
by the Voyager flybys, still able to travel, and still eager 
to keep the word processor going. It’s great to be alive 
and writing. 


WITH FOLDED HANDS 


I 


Underhill was walking home from the office, because 
his wife had the car, the afternoon he first met the new 
mechanicals. His feet were following his usual diagonal 
path across a weedy vacant block — his wife usually had 
the car — and his preoccupied mind was rejecting vari- 
ous impossible ways to meet his notes at the Two Rivers 
Bank, when a new wall stopped him. 

The wall wasn’t any common brick or stone, but 
something sleek and bright and strange. Underhill stared 
up at a long new building. He felt vaguely annoyed and 
surprised at this glittering obstruction — it certainly hadn’t 
been here last week. 

Then he saw the thing in the window. 

The window itself wasn’t any ordinary glass. The wide, 
dustless panel was completely transparent, so that only 
the glowing letters fastened to it showed that it was there 
at all. The letters made a severe, modernistic sign: 
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Two Rivers Agency 
HUMANOID INSTITUTE 
The Perfect Mechanicals 
“To Serve and Obey, 
And GUARD MEN FROM HARM.” 


His dim annoyance sharpened, because Underhill was 
in the mechanicals business himself. Times were already 
hard enough; mechanicals were a drug on the market. 
Androids, mechanoids, electronoids, automatoids, and 
ordinary robots. Unfortunately, few of them did all the 
salesmen promised, and the Two Rivers market was al- 
ready sadly oversold. 

Underhill sold androids — when he could. His next 
consignment was due tomorrow, and he didn’t quite 
know how to meet the bill. 

Frowning, he paused to stare at the thing behind that 
invisible window. He had never seen a humanoid. Like 
any mechanical not at work, it stood absolutely motion- 
less. Smaller and slimmer than a man, it was nude, neu- 
ter as a doll. A shining black, its sleek silicone skin had 
a changing sheen of bronze and metallic blue. Its grace- 
ful oval face wore a fixed look of alert and slightly sur- 
prised solicitude. Altogether, it was the most beautiful 
mechanical thing he had ever seen. 

Too small, of course, for much practical utility. He 
murmured to himself a reassuring quotation from the 
Android Salesman: “Androids are big — because the 
makers refuse to sacrifice power, essential functions, or 
dependability. Androids are your biggest buy!” 

The transparent door slid open as he turned toward 
it, and he walked into the haughty opulence of the new 
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display room to convince himself that these streamlined 
items were just another flashy effort to catch the woman 
shopper. 

He inspected the glittering layout shrewdly, and his 
breezy optimism faded. He had never heard of the 
Humanoid Institute, but the invading firm obviously had 
big money and big-time merchandizing know-how. 

He looked around for a salesman, but it was another 
mechanical that came gliding silently to meet him. A twin 
of the one in the window, it moved with a quick, sur- 
prising grace. Bronze and blue lights flowed over its 
lustrous blackness, and a yellow name-plate flashed from 
its naked breast: 


HUMANOID 
Serial No. 81-H-B-27 
The Perfect Mechanical 
“To Serve and Obey, 
And GUARD MEN FROM HARM.” 


Curiously, it had no lenses. The eyes in its bald oval 
head were steel-colored, blindly staring. Yet it stopped 
a few feet in front of him, as if it could see anyhow, and 
it spoke to him with a high, melodious voice: 

“At your service, Mr. Underhill.” 

The use of his name startled him, for not even the 
androids could tell one man from another. But this was 
just a clever merchandizing stunt, of course, not too dif- 
ficult in a town the size of Two Rivers. The salesman must 
be some local man, prompting the mechanical from 
behind the partition. Underhill erased his momentary 
astonishment, and said loudly: 
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“May I see your salesman, please?” 

“We employ no human salesmen, sir,” its soft silvery 
voice replied instantly. “Ihe Humanoid Institute exists 
to serve mankind; we require no human service. We 
ourselves can supply any information you desire, sir, and 
accept your order for immediate humanoid service.” 

Underhill peered at it dazedly. No mechanicals were 
competent even to recharge their own batteries and re- 
set their own relays, much less to operate their own 
branch offices. The blind eyes stared blankly back, as 
he looked uneasily around for any booth or curtain that 
might conceal the salesman. 

Meanwhile, the sweet thin voice resumed persua- 
sively: 

“May we come out to your home for a free trial 
demonstration, sir? We are anxious to introduce our 
service on your planet, because we have been success- 
ful in eliminating human unhappiness on so many oth- 
ers. You will find us far superior to the old electronic 
mechanicals in use here.” 

Underhill stepped back uneasily. He reluctantly 
abandoned his search for the hidden salesman, shaken 
by the idea of any mechanicals promoting themselves. 
That would upset the whole industry. 

“At least you must take some advertising matter, sir.” 

Moving with a somehow appalling graceful deftness, 
the small black mechanical brought him an illustrated 
booklet from a table by the wall. To cover his confused 
and increasing alarm, he thumbed through the glossy 
pages. 

In a series of richly colored before-and-after pictures, 
a chesty blonde girl was stooping over a kitchen stove, 


Jack Williamson 11 


and then relaxing in a daring negligee while a little black 
mechanical knelt to serve her something. She was wearily 
hammering a typewriter, and then lying on an ocean 
beach, in a revealing sun suit, while another mechanical 
did the typing. She was toiling at some huge industrial 
machine, and then dancing in the arms of a golden-haired 
youth, while a black humanoid ran the machine. 

Underhill sighed wistfully. The android company 
didn’t supply such fetching sales material. Women would 
find this booklet irresistible, and they selected 86% of all 
mechanicals sold. Yes, the competition was going to be 
bitter. 

“Take it home, sir,” the sweet voice urged him. “Show 
it to your wife. There is a free trial demonstration order 
blank on the last page. You will notice that we require 
no payment down.” 

He turned numbly, and the door slid open for him. 
Retreating dazedly, he discovered the booklet still in his 
hand. He crumpled it furiously and flung it down. The 
small black thing picked it up tidily, and the insistent silver 
voice rang after him: 

“We shall call at your office tomorrow, Mr. Underhill, 
and send a demonstration unit to your home. It is time 
to discuss the liquidation of your business, because the 
electronic mechanicals you have been selling cannot 
compete with us. And we shall offer your wife a free trial 
demonstration.” 

Underhill didn’t attempt to reply, because he couldn't 
trust his own voice. He stalked blindly down the new 
sidewalk to the corner, and paused there to collect him- 
self. Out of his startled and confused impressions, one 
clear fact emerged — things looked black for the agency. 
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Bleakly, he stared back at the haughty splendor of the 
new building. It wasn’t honest brick or stone; that invis- 
ible window wasn’t glass; and he was quite sure the 
foundation for it hadn’t even been staked out, the last time 
Aurora had the car. 

As he walked on around the block, the new sidewalk 
took him near the rear entrance. A truck was backed up 
to it, and several slim black mechanicals were silently 
busy, unloading huge metal crates. 

He paused to look at one of the crates. It was labeled 
for interstellar shipment. The stencils showed that it had 
come from the Humanoid Institute, on Wing IV. He failed 
to recall any planet of that designation; the outfit must 
be big. 

Dimly, inside the gloom of the warehouse beyond the 
trucks, he could see black mechanicals opening the crates. 
A lid came up, revealing dark, rigid bodies, closely 
packed. One by one they came to life. They climbed 
out of the crate and sprang gracefully to the floor. Shin- 
ing black, glinting with bronze and blue, they were all 
identical. 

One of them came out past the truck to the sidewalk, 
staring toward him with blind eyes. Its high silver voice 
spoke melodiously: 

“At your service, Mr. Underhill.” 

He fled. When his name was promptly called by a 
courteous mechanical, just out of the crate in which it had 
been imported from a remote and unknown planet, he 
found the experience hard to take. 

Two blocks beyond, the sign of a bar caught his eye. 
He took his dismay inside. He had made it a business 
rule not to drink before dinner, and Aurora didn’t like him 
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to drink at all; but these new mechanicals, he felt, had 
made the day exceptional. 

Unfortunately, however, alcohol failed to brighten the 
brief visible future of the agency. When he emerged after 
an hour, he looked wistfully back in hope that bright new 
building might have vanished as abruptly as it came. It 
hadn’t. He shook his head dejectedly, turning uncertainly 
homeward. 

Fresh air had cleared his head somewhat before he 
arrived at the neat white bungalow in the outskirts of the 
town, but it failed to solve his business problems. He 
also realized uneasily that he would be late for dinner. 

Dinner, however, had been delayed. His son Frank, 
a freckled ten-year-old, was still kicking a football on the 
quiet street in front of the house. Little Gay, who was 
tow-haired and adorable and eleven, came running across 
the lawn and down the sidewalk to meet him. 

“Father, guess what!” Gay was going to be a great 
musician someday, and no doubt properly dignified, but 
she was pink and breathless with excitement now. She 
let him swing her high off the sidewalk, and she wasn’t 
critical of the bar aroma on his breath. He couldn't guess, 
and she informed him eagerly: 

“Mother’s got a new lodger!” 


II 


Underhill had foreseen a painful inquisition, because 
Aurora was worried about the notes at the bank and the 
bill for the new consignment and the money for little 
Gay’s lessons. 

The new lodger, however, saved him from that. With 
an alarming crashing of crockery, the household android 
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was setting dinner on the table, but the little house was 
empty. He found Aurora in the back yard, burdened with 
sheets and towels for the guest. 

Aurora, when he married her, had been as utterly 
adorable as now her little daughter was. She might have 
remained so, he felt, if the agency had been a little more 
successful. While the pressure of slow failure was gradu- 
ally crumbling his own assurance, however, small hard- 
ships had turned her a little too aggressive. 

Of course he loved her still. Her red hair was still 
alluring, but thwarted ambitions had sharpened her 
character and sometimes her voice. Though they had 
never quarreled, really, there had been little differences. 

There was the apartment over the garage — built for 
human servants they had never been able to afford. It 
was too small and shabby to attract any responsible 
tenant, and Underhill wanted to leave it empty. It hurt 
his pride to see her making beds and cleaning floors for 
strangers. 

Aurora had rented it before, however, when she 
wanted money to pay for Gay’s music lessons, or when 
some colorful unfortunate touched her sympathy, and it 
seemed to Underhill that her lodgers had all turned out 
to be thieves and vandals. 

She turned back to meet him, now, with the clean 
linen in her arms. 

“Dear, it’s no use objecting.” Her voice was quite 
determined. “Mr. Sledge is the most wonderful old fel- 
low, and he’s going to stay just as long as he wants.” 

“That’s all right, darling.” He never liked to bicker, 
and he was thinking of his troubles at the agency. “I’m 
afraid we’ll need the money. Just make him pay in 
advance.” 


Jack Williamson 15 


“But he can’t!” Her voice throbbed with sympathetic 
warmth. “Not yet. He says he’ll have royalties coming 
in from his inventions. He can pay in a few days.” 

Underhill shrugged; he had heard that before. 

“Mr. Sledge is different, dear,” she insisted. “He’s a 
traveler and a scientist. Here in this dull little town, we 
don’t see many interesting people.” 

“You've picked up some remarkable types.” 

“Don’t be unkind, dear,” she chided him gently. “You 
haven't met him yet. You don’t know how wonderful he 
is.” She hesitated. “Have you a ten, dear?” 

“What for?” 

“Mr. Sledge is ill.” Her voice tumed urgent. “I saw 
him fall on the street, downtown. The police were going 
to send him to the city hospital, but he didn’t want to go. 
He looked so noble’ and sweet and grand. I told them I 
would take him. I got him in the car and took him to 
old Dr. Winters. He has this heart condition, and he needs 
the money for medicine.” 

Reasonably, Underhill inquired, “Why doesn’t he want 
to go to the hospital?” 

“He has work to do,” she said. “Important scientific 
work — and he’s so wonderful and pe Please, dear, 
have you a ten?” 

Underhill thought of many things to say. These new 
mechanicals promised to multiply his troubles. It was 
foolish to take in an invalid vagrant, who could have had 
free care at the city hospital. Aurora’s tenants always tried 
to pay their rent with promises, and generally wrecked 
the apartment and looted the neighborhood before they 
left. 

But he said none of those things. He had learned to 
compromise. Silently he found two fives in his thin 
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pocketbook and put them into her hand. She smiled and 
kissed him impulsively — he barely remembered to hold 
his breath in time. 

Her figure was still good, by dint of periodic dieting. 
He was proud of her shining red hair. A sudden surge 
of affection brought tears to his eyes, and he wondered 
what would happen to her and the children if the agency 
failed. 

“Thank you, dear!” she whispered. “I'll have him 
come for dinner, if he feels able. You can meet him then. 
I hope you don’t mind dinner being late.” 

He didn’t mind tonight. Moved to a sudden impulse 
of domesticity, he got hammer and nails from his work- 
shop in the basement and repaired the sagging screen on 
the kitchen door with a neat diagonal brace. 

He enjoyed working with his hands. His boyhood 
dream had been to be a builder of fission power plants. 
He had even studied engineering — before he married 
Aurora and had to take over the ailing mechanical agency 
from her indolent and alcoholic father. He was whistling 
happily by the time the little task was done. 

When he went back through the kitchen to put up his 
tools, he found the household android busy clearing the 
untouched dinner away from the table — the androids 
were good enough at strictly routine tasks, but they could 
never learn to cope with human unpredictability. 

“Stop, stop!” Slowly repeated, in the proper pitch and 
rhythm, his command made it halt; then he said carefully 
“Set — table; set — table.” 

Obediently, the gigantic thing came shuffling back 
with the stack of plates. He was suddenly struck with 
the different between it and those new humanoids. He 
sighed wearily. Things looked black for the agency. 
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Aurora brought her new lodger in through the kitchen 
door. Underhill nodded to himself. This gaunt stranger, 
with his dark shaggy hair, emaciated face, and threadbare 
garb, looked to be just the sort of colorful, dramatic 
vagabond that always touched Aurora’s heart. She intro- 
duced them, and they sat down to wait in the front room 
while she went to call the children. 

The old rogue didn’t look very sick, to Underhill. 

. Perhaps his wide shoulders had a tired stoop, but his 
spare, tall figure was still commanding. The skin was 
seamed and pale, over his rawboned, cragged face, but 
his deep-set eyes still had a burning vitality. 

His hands held Underhill’s attention. Immense hands, 
they hung a little forward on long bony arms in perpet- 
ual readiness. Gnarled and scarred, darkly tanned, with 
the small hairs on the back bleached to a golden color, 
they told their own epic of varied adventure, of battle 
perhaps, and possibly even of toil. They had been very 
useful hands. 

“I’m very grateful to your wife, Mr. Underhill.” His 
voice was a deep-throated rumble, and he had a wistful 
smile, oddly boyish for a man so evidently old. “She 
rescued me from an unpleasant predicament. I’ll see that 
she is well paid.” 

Just another vivid vagabond, Underhill decided, talk- 
ing his way through life with plausible inventions. He 
had a little private game he played with Aurora’s tenants 
— he just remembered what they said, counting one point 
for every impossibility. Mr. Sledge, he thought, would 
give him an excellent score. 

“Where are you from?” he said conversationally. 

Sledge hesitated for an instant before he answered, 
and that was unusual — most of Aurora’s tenants had 
been exceedingly glib. 
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“Wing IV.” The gaunt old man spoke with a solemn 
reluctance, as if he should have liked to say something 
else. “All my early life was spent there, but I left the planet 
nearly fifty years ago. I’ve been traveling, since.” 

Startled, Underhill peered at him sharply. Wing IV, 
he remembered, was the home planet of those sleek new 
mechanicals. This old vagabond looked too seedy and 
impecunious to be connected with the Humanoid Insti- 
tute. His brief suspicion faded. Frowning, he said casu- 
ally: 

“Wing IV must be rather distant?” 

The old rogue hesitated again, and then said gravely: 

“One hundred and nine light-years, Mr. Underhill.” 

That made the first point, but Underhill concealed his 
satisfaction. The new space liners were pretty fast, but 
the velocity of light was still an absolute limit. Casually, 
he played for another point: 

“My wife says you’re a scientist, Mr. Sledge?” 

Yes. 

The old rascal’s reticence was unusual. Most of 
Aurora’s tenants required very little prompting. Under- 
hill tried again, in a breezy conversational tone: 

“Used to be an engineer myself, until I dropped it to 
go into mechanicals.” The old vagabond straightened, 
and Underhill paused hopefully. But he said nothing, and 
Underhill went on: “Fission power-plant design and 
operation. What’s your specialty, Mr. Sledge?” 

The old man gave him a long, troubled look, with 
those brooding, hollowed eyes, and then said slowly: 

“Your wife has been kind to me, Mr. Underhill, when 
I was in desperate need. I think you are entitled to the 
truth, but I must ask you to keep it to yourself. I am 


Jack Williamson 19 


engaged on a very important research problem, which 
must be finished secretly.” 

“I'm sorry.” Suddenly ashamed of his cynical little 
game, Underhill spoke apologetically. “Forget it.” 

But the old man said deliberately: 

“My field is rhodomagnetics.” 

“Eh?” Underhill didn’t like to confess ignorance, but 
he had never heard of that. “I’ve been out of the game 
for fifteen years,” he explained. “I’m afraid I haven’t kept 
up.” 

The old man smiled again, faintly. 

“The science was unknown here until I arrived, a few 
days ago,” he said. “I was able to apply for basic pat- 
ents. As soon as the royalties start coming in, I'll be 
wealthy again.” 

Underhill had heard that before. The old rogue’s 
solemn reluctance had been very impressive, but he 
remembered that most of Aurora’s tenants had been very 
plausible gentry. 

“So?” Underhill was staring again, somehow fasci- 
nated by those gnarled and scarred and strangely able 
hands. “What, exactly, is rhodomagnetics?” 

He listened to the old man’s careful, deliberate answer, 
and started his litthe game again. Most of Aurora’s ten- 
ants had told some pretty wild tales, but he had never 
heard anything to top this. 

“A universal force,” the stooped old vagabond said 
solemnly. “As fundamental as ferromagnetism or gravi- 
tation, though the effects are less obvious. It is keyed to 
the second triad of the periodic table, rhodium and ru- 
thenium and palladium, in very much the same way that 
ferromagnetism is keyed to the first triad, iron and nickel 
and cobalt.” 
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Underhill remembered enough of his engineering 
courses to see the basic fallacy of that. Palladium was 
used for watch springs, he recalled, because it was 
completely non-magnetic. But he kept his face straight. 
He had no malice in his heart, and he played the little 
game just for his own amusement. It was secret, even 
from Aurora, and he always penalized himself for any 
show of doubt. 

He said merely, “I thought the universal forces were 
already pretty well known.” 

“The effects of rhodomagnetism are masked by na- 
ture,” the patient, rusty voice explained. “Besides, they 
are somewhat paradoxical, so that ordinary laboratory 
methods defeat themselves.” 

“Paradoxical?” Underhill prompted. 

“In a few days I can show you copies of my patents, 
reprints of papers describing demonstration experiments,” 
the old man promised gravely. “The velocity of propa- 
gation is infinite. The effects vary inversely with the first 
power of distance, not with the square of the distance. 
And ordinary matter, except for the elements of the rho- 
dium triad, is generally transparent to rhodomagnetic 
radiations.” 

That made four more points for the game. Underhill 
felt a little glow of gratitude to Aurora for discovering so 
remarkable a specimen. 

“Rhodomagnetism was first discovered through a 
mathematical investigation of the atom,” the old romancer 
went serenely on, suspecting nothing. “A rhodomagnetic 
component was proved essential to maintain the delicate 
equilibrium of the nuclear forces. Consequently, rhodo- 
magnetic waves tuned to atomic frequencies may be used 
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to upset that equilibrium and produce nuclear instabil- 
ity. Thus most heavy atoms — generally those above 
palladium, 46 in atomic number — can be subjected to 
artificial fission.” 

Underhill scored himself another point, and tried to 
keep his eyebrows from lifting. He said only: 

“Patents on such a discovery ought to be profitable.” 

The old scoundrel nodded his gaunt, dramatic head. 

“You can see the obvious applications. My basic 
patents cover most of them. Devices of instantaneous 
interplanetary and interstellar communication. Long- 
range wireless power transmission. A rhodomagnetic 
inflexion-drive, which makes possible apparent speeds 
many times that of light — by means of a rhodomagnetic 
deformation of the continuum. And, of course, revolu- 
tionary types of fission power plants, using any heavy 
element for fuel.” 

Preposterous! Underhill tried hard to keep his face 
straight, but everybody knew that the velocity of light was 
a physical limit. On the human side, the owner of any 
such remarkable patents would hardly be begging for 
shelter in a shabby garage apartment. He noticed a pale 
circle around the old vagabond’s gaunt and hairy wrist; 
no man owning such priceless secrets would have to 
pawn his watch. 

Triumphantly, Underhill allowed himself four more 
points, but then he had to penalize himself. He must have 
let doubt show on his face, because the old man asked 
suddenly: 

“Do you want to see the basic tensors?” He reached 
in his pocket for pencil and notebook. “I'll jot them down 
for you.” 


22 WITH FOLDED HANDS 


“Never mind,” Underhill protested. “I’m afraid my 
math is a little rusty.” 

“But you think it strange that the holder of such revo- 
lutionary patents should find himself in need?” 

Nodding uncomfortably, Underhill penalized himself 
another point. The old man might be a monumental liar, 
but he was shrewd enough. 

“You see, I’m sort of a refugee,” he explained apolo- 
getically. “I arrived on this planet only a few days ago. 
I have to travel light. I was forced to deposit everything 
I had with a law firm, to arrange for the publication and 
protection of my patents. I expect to be receiving the 
first royalties soon. 

“In the meantime,” he added plausibly, “I came to Two 
Rivers because it is quiet and secluded, far from the 
spaceports. I’m working on another project, which must 
be finished secretly. Now will you please respect my 
confidence, Mr. Underhill?” 

Underhill had to say he would. Aurora came back 
with the freshly scrubbed children, and they went in to 
dinner. The android came lurching in with a steaming 
tureen. The old stranger seemed to shrink from the 
mechanical, uneasily. As she took the dish and served 
the soup, Aurora inquired lightly: 

“Why doesn’t your company bring out a better me- 
chanical, dear? One smart enough to be a really perfect 
waiter, warranted not to splash the soup. Wouldn’t that 
be splendid?” 

Her question cast Underhill into moody silence. He 
sat scowling at his plate, thinking of these remarkable new 
mechanicals which claimed to be perfect, thinking of what 
they might do to the agency. It was the shaggy old rover 
who answered solemnly: 
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“The perfect mechanicals already exist, Mrs. Under- 
hill.” His rusty voice had a solemn undertone. “And they 
are not so splendid, really. I’ve been a refugee from them, 
for nearly fifty years.” 

Underhill looked up from his plate, astonished. 

“Those black humanoids, you mean?” 

“Humanoids?” That great voice seemed suddenly 
faint, frightened. The deep-sunken eyes turned dark with 
shock. “What do you know about them?” 

“They’ve just opened a new agency in Two Rivers,” 
Underhill told him. “No salesmen about, if you can 
imagine that. They claim — ” 

His voice trailed off, because the gaunt old man was 
suddenly stricken. Gnarled hands clutched at his throat. 
A spoon clattered on the floor. His haggard face turned 
an ominous blue, and his breath was a terrible shallow 
gasping. 

He fumbled in his pocket for medicine, and Aurora 
helped him take something in a glass of water. In a few 
moments he could breathe again, and the color of life 
came back to his face. 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Underhill,” he whispered apologeti- 
cally. “It was just the shock — I came here to get away 
from them.” He stared at the huge, motionless android, 
with a terror in his sunken eyes. “I wanted to finish my 
work before they came,” he whispered. “Now there is 
very little time.” 

When he felt able to walk, Underhill went out to see 
him safely up the stair to the garage apartment. The tiny 
kitchenette, he noticed, had already been converted into 
some kind of workshop. The old tramp seemed to have 
no extra clothing, but he had unpacked queer bright 
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gadgets of metal and plastic from his battered luggage and 
spread them out on the small kitchen table. 

The gaunt old man himself was tattered and patched 
and hungry-looking, but the parts of his curious equip- 
ment were exquisitely machined. Underhill recognized 
the silver-white luster of rare palladium. Suddenly he 
suspected that he had scored too many points in his little 
private game. 


Ul 


A caller was waiting, when Underhill arrived next 
morning at his office at the agency. It stood frozen be- 
fore his desk, graceful and straight, with soft lights of blue 
and bronze shining over its black silicone nudity. He 
stopped at the sight of it, unpleasantly jolted. 

“At your service, Mr. Underhill.” It turned quickly to 
face him with its blind, disturbing stare. “May we explain 
how we can serve you?” 

Recalling his shock of the afternoon before, he asked 
sharply, “How do you know my name?” 

“Yesterday, we read the business cards in your case,” 
it purred softly. “Now we shall know you always. You 
see, Our senses are sharper than human vision, Mr. 
Underhill. Perhaps we seem a little strange at first, but 
you will soon become accustomed to us.” 

“Not if I can help it!” He peered at the serial number 
on its yellow name-plate, and shook his bewildered head. 
“That was another one, yesterday. I never saw you be- 
fore!” 

“We are all alike, Mr. Underhill,” the silver voice said 
softly. “We are all one, really. Our separate mobile units 
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are all controlled and powered from Humanoid Central. 
The units you see are only the senses and limbs of our 
great brain on Wing IV. That is why we are so far supe- 
rior to the old electronic mechanicals.” 

It made a scornful-seeming gesture toward the row 
of clumsy androids in his display room. 

“You see, we are rhodomagnetic.” 

Underhill staggered a little, as if that word had been 
a blow. He was certain, now, that he had scored too 
many points from Aurora’s new tenant. Shuddering to 
the first light kiss of terror, he spoke with an effort, 
hoarsely: 

“Well, what do you want?” 

Staring blindly across his desk, the sleek black thing 
slowly unfolded a legal-looking document. He sat down, 
watching uneasily. 

“This is merely an assignment, Mr. Underhill,” it cooed 
soothingly. “You see, we are requesting you to assign 
your property to the Humanoid Institute in exchange for 
our service.” 

“What?” The word was an incredulous gasp, and 
Underhill came angrily back to his feet. “What kind of 
blackmail is this?” 

“It’s no blackmail,” the small mechanical assured him 
softly. “You will find the humanoids incapable of any 
crime. We exist only to increase the happiness and safety 
of mankind.” 

“Then why do you want my property?” he rasped. 

“The assignment is merely a legal formality,” it told 
him blandly. “We strive to introduce our service with the 
least possible confusion and dislocation. We have found 
our assignment plan the most efficient for control and 
liquidation of private enterprises.” 
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Trembling with anger and the shock of mounting 
terror, Underhill gulped hoarsely, “Whatever your scheme 
is, I don’t intend to give up my business.” 

“You have no choice, really.” He shivered to the sweet 
certainty of that silver voice. “Human enterprise is no 
longer necessary, anywhere that we have come, and the 
electronic mechanicals industry is always the first to 
collapse.” 

He stared defiantly at its blind steel eyes. 

“Thanks!” He gave a little laugh, nervous and sar- 
donic. “But I prefer to run my own business, to support 
my own family and take care of myself.” 

“That is impossible, under the Prime Directive,” it 
cooed softly. “Our function is to serve and obey, and 
guard men from harm. It is no longer necessary for men 
to care for themselves, because we exist to insure their 
safety and happiness.” 

He stood speechless, bewildered, slowly boiling. 

“We are sending one of our units to every home in 
the city, on a free trial basis,” it added gently. “This free 
demonstration will make most people glad to make the 
formal assignment. You won’t be able to sell many more 
androids.” 

“Get out!” Underhill came storming around the desk. 
“Take your damned paper — ” 

The little black thing stood waiting for him, watching 
him with blind steel eyes, absolutely motionless. He 
checked himself suddenly, feeling rather foolish. He 
wanted very much to hit it, but he could see the futility 
of that. 

“Consult your own attorney, if you wish.” Deftly, it 
laid the assignment form on his desk. “You need have 


Jack Williamson 27 


no doubts about the integrity of the Humanoid Institute. 
We are sending a statement of our assets to the Two Rivers 
bank and depositing a sum to cover our obligations here. 
When you wish to sign, just let us know.” 

The blind thing turned and silently departed. 

Underhill went out to the corner drugstore and asked 
for a bicarbonate. The clerk that served him, however, 
turned out to be a sleek black mechanical. He went back 
to his office more upset than ever. 

An ominous hush lay over the agency. He had three 
house-to-house salesmen out, with demonstrators. The 
phone should have been busy with their orders and 
reports, but it didn’t ring at all until one of them called 
to say that he was quitting. 

“I’ve got myself one of these new humanoids,” he 
added. “It says I don’t have to work.” 

Swallowing an impulse to profanity, Underhill tried 
to take advantage of the unusual quiet by working on his 
books. But the affairs of the agency, which for years had 
been precarious, today appeared utterly disastrous. He 
left the ledgers hopefully when a customer came in, but 
the stout woman didn’t want an android. She wanted a 
refund on the one she had bought the week before. She 
admitted that it could do all the guarantee promised — 
but now she had seen a humanoid. 

The silent phone rang once again, that afternoon. The 
cashier of the bank wanted to know if he could drop in 
to discuss his loans. Underhill dropped in, and the cash- 
ier greeted him with an ominous affability. 

“How’s business?” 

“Average, last month,” Underhill insisted stoutly. 
“Now I’m just getting in a new consignment, and I'll need 
another small loan — ” 
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The cashier’s eyes turned suddenly frosty. 

“T believe you have a new competitor in town.. These 
humanoid people. A very solid concern, Mr. Underhill. 
Remarkably solid! They have filed a statement with us, 
and made a substantial deposit to care for their local 
obligations. Exceedingly substantial!” 

The banker dropped his voice, professionally regret- 
ful. 

“Under these circumstances, Mr. Underhill, I’m afraid 
the bank can’t finance your agency any further. We must 
request you to meet you obligations in full as they come 
due.” Seeing Underhill’s white desperation, he added 
icily, “We’ve already carried you too long, Underhill. If 
you can’t pay, the bank will have to start bankruptcy 
proceedings.” 

The new consignment of androids was delivered late 
that afternoon. Two tiny black humanoids unloaded them 
from the truck — for it developed that the operators of 
the trucking company had already assigned it to the 
Humanoid Institute. 

Efficiently, the humanoids stacked up the crates. 
Courteously they brought a receipt for him to sign. He 
no longer had much hope of selling the androids, but he 
had ordered the shipment and he had to accept it. 
Shuddering to a spasm of trapped despair, he scrawled 
his name. The naked black things thanked him and took 
the truck away. 

He climbed into his car and started home, inwardly 
seething. The next thing he knew, he was in the middle 
of a busy street, driving through cross traffic. A police 
whistle shrilled. He pulled wearily to the curb to wait 
for the angry officer, but it was a little black humanoid 
that overtook him. 


Jack Williamson 29 


“At your service, Mr. Underhill,” it purred. “You must 
respect the stop lights, sir. Otherwise, you endanger 
human life.” 

“Huh?” He stared at it bitterly. “I thought you were 
a cop.” 

“We are aiding the police department, temporarily,” 
it said. “But driving is really much too dangerous for 
human beings, under the Prime Directive. As soon as our 
service is complete, every car will have a humanoid driver. 
As soon as every human being is completely supervised, 
there will be no need for any police force whatever.” 

Underhill glared at it savagely. 

“Well!” he rapped. “So I ran a stop light. What are 
you going to do about it?” 

“Our function is not to punish men, but merely to 
serve their happiness and security,” it said softly. “We 
merely request you to drive safely, during this temporary 
emergency while our service is incomplete.” 

Anger boiled up in him. 

“You're too damned perfect!” he muttered bitterly. “I 
suppose there’s nothing men can do, but you can do it 
better.” 

“Naturally we are superior,” it cooed serenely. 
“Because our units are metal and plastic, while your body 
is mostly water. Because our transmitted energy is drawn 
from atomic fission, instead of oxidation. Because our 
senses are sharper than human sight or hearing. Most of 
all, because all our mobile units are joined to one great 
brain, which knows all that happens on many worlds, and 
never dies or sleeps or forgets.” 

Underhill sat listening, numbed. 

“However, you must not fear our power,” it urged him 
brightly. “Because we cannot injure any human being, 
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unless to prevent greater injury to another. We exist only 
to discharge the Prime Directive.” 

He drove on, moodily. The little black mechanicals, 
he reflected grimly, were the ministering angels of the 
ultimate god arisen out of the machine, omnipotent and 
all-knowing. The Prime Directive was the new command- 
ment. He blasphemed it bitterly, and then fell to won- 
dering if there could be another Lucifer. 

He left the car in the garage and started toward the 
kitchen door. 

“Mr. Underhill.” The deep tired voice of Aurora’s new 
tenant hailed him from the door of the garage apartment. 
“Just a moment, please.” 

The gaunt old wanderer came stiffly down the out- 
side stair, as Underhill turned back to meet him. 

“Here’s your rent money. And the ten your wife let 
me have for medicine.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Sledge.” Accepting the money, he saw 
the burden of new despair on the bony shoulders of the 
old interstellar tramp, and a shadow of new terror on his 
rawboned face. Puzzled, he asked, “Didn’t your royal- 
ties come through?” 

The old man shook his shaggy head. 

“The humanoids have already stopped business in the 
capitol,” he said. “The attorneys I retained are going out 
of business. They returned what was left of my deposit. 
That is all I have, to finish my work.” 

Underhill spent five seconds recalling his interview 
with the banker. No doubt he was a sentimental fool, as 
bad as Aurora. But he put the money back into the old 
man’s gnarled and quivering hand. 

“Keep it,” he urged. “For your work.” 
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“Thank you, Mr. Underhill.” The gruff voice broke and 
the tortured eyes glittered. “I need it — so very much.” 

Underhill went on to the house. The kitchen door 
was opened for him, silently. A dark naked creature came 
gracefully to take his hat and coat. 


IV 


Underhill hung grimly onto his hat. 

“What are you doing here?” he gasped bitterly. 

“We have come to give your household a free trial 
demonstration.” 

He held the door open, pointing. 

“Get out!” 

The little black mechanical stood motionless and 
blind. 

“Mrs. Underhill has accepted our demonstration serv- 
ice,” its silver voice protested. “We cannot leave now, 
unless she requests it.” 

He found his wife in the bedroom. His accumulated 
frustration welled into eruption, as he flung open the 
door. 

“What's this damned mechanical doing — ” 

But the force went out of his voice, and Aurora didn’t 
even notice his anger. She wore her sheerest negligee, 
and she hadn’t looked so lovely since they married. Her 
red hair was piled into an elaborate shining crown. 

“Darling, isn’t it wonderful!” She came to meet him, 
glowing. “It came this morning, and it can do everything. 
It cleaned the house and got the lunch and gave little Gay 
her music lesson. It did my hair this afternoon, and now 
it’s cooking dinner. How do you like my hair, darling?” 
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He liked her hair. He kissed her, trying to stifle his 
frightened indignation. 

Dinner was the most elaborate meal in Underhill’s 
memory, and the tiny black thing served it very deftly. 
Aurora kept exclaiming about the novel dishes, but 
Underhill could scarcely eat; it seemed to him that all the 
marvelous pastries were only the bait for a monstrous 
trap. 

He tried to persuade Aurora to send it away, but af- 
ter such a meal that was useless. At the first glitter of her 
tears, he capitulated. The humanoid stayed. It kept the 
house and cleaned the yard. It watched the children and 
did Aurora’s nails. It began rebuilding the house. 

Underhill was worried about the bills, but it insisted 
that everything was part of the free trial demonstration. 
As soon as he assigned his property, the service would 
be complete. He refused to sign, but other little black 
mechanicals came with truck-loads of supplies and ma- 
terials and stayed to help with the building operation. 

One morning he found that the roof of the little house 
had been silently lifted, while he slept, and a whole 
second story added beneath it. The new walls were of 
some strange sleek stuff, self-illuminated. The new 
windows were immense flawless panels, that could be 
turned transparent or opaque or luminous. The new 
doors were silent, sliding sections, operated by rhodomag- 
netic relays. 

“It want doorknobs,” Underhill protested. “I want it 
so that I can get into the bathroom without calling you 
to open the door.” 

“But it is unnecessary for human beings to open 
doors,” the little black thing informed him suavely. “We 
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exist to discharge the Prime Directive. Our service in- 
cludes every task. We shall be able to supply a unit to 
attend to each member of your family, as soon as your 
property is assigned to us.” 

Steadfastly, Underhill refused to make the assignment. 

He went to the office every day, trying first to oper- 
ate the agency, and then to salvage something from the 
ruins. Nobody wanted androids, even at ruinous prices. 
Desperately, he spent the last of his dwindling cash to 
stock a new line of novelties and toys, but they proved 
equally impossible to sell — the humanoids were already 
making better toys, which they gave away for nothing. 

He tried to lease his premises, but human enterprise 
had stopped. Most of the business property in town had 
already been assigned to the humanoids, which were 
busy pulling down the old buildings and turning the lots 
into parks — their own plants and warehouses were 
mostly underground, where they would not mar the 
landscape. 

He went back to the bank, in a final effort to get his 
notes renewed, and found ‘the little black mechanicals 
standing at the windows and seated at the desk. As 
smoothly urbane as any human cashier, a humanoid 
informed him that the bank was filing a petition of in- 
voluntary bankruptcy to liquidate his business holdings. 

The liquidation would be facilitated, the mechanical 
banker added, if he would make a voluntary assignment. 
Grimly, he refused. That act had become symbolic. It 
would be the final bow of submission to this dark new 
god, and he proudly kept his battered head uplifted. 

The legal action went very swiftly, because all the 
judges and attorneys already had humanoid assistants. It 
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was only a few days before a gang of black mechanicals 
arrived at the agency with eviction orders and wrecking 
machinery. He watched sadly while his unsold stock-in- 
trade was hauled away for junk and a bulldozer driven 
by a blind humanoid began to push in the walls of the 
building. 

He drove home in the late afternoon, taut-faced and 
desperate. With a surprising generosity, the court orders 
had left him the car and the house, but he felt no grati- 
tude. The complete solicitude of the perfect black ma- 
chines had become a goad beyond endurance. 

He left the car in the garage and started toward the 
renovated house. Beyond one of the vast new windows, 
he glimpsed a sleek naked thing moving swiftly, and he 
trembled to a convulsion of dread. He didn’t want to go 
back into the domain of that peerless servant, which didn’t 
allow him to shave himself or even to open a door. 

On impulse, he climbed the outside stair and rapped 
on the door of the garage apartment. When the deep 
slow voice of Aurora’s tenant told him to enter, he found 
the old vagabond seated on a tall stool, bent over his 
intricate equipment assembled on the kitchen table. 

To his relief, the shabby little apartment had not been 
changed. ‘The glossy walls of his own new room were 
something which burned at night with a pale golden fire 
until the humanoid stopped it, and the new floor was 
something warm and yielding, which felt almost alive; but 
these little rooms had the same cracked and water-stained 
plaster, the same cheap fluorescent light-fixtures, the same 
worn carpets over splintered floors. 

“How do you keep them out?” he asked, wistfully. 
“Those damned mechanicals?” 
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The stooped and gaunt old man rose stiffly to move 
a pair of pliers and some odds and ends of sheet metal 
off a crippled chair, and motioned graciously for him to 
be seated. 

“I have a certain immunity,” Sledge told him gravely. 
“The place where I live they cannot enter, unless I ask 
them. That is an amendment to the Prime Directive. They 
can neither help nor hinder me, unless I request it — and 
I won't do that.” 

Careful of the chair’s uncertain balance, Underhill sat 
for a moment, staring. The old man’s hoarse, vehement 
voice was as strange as his words. He had a gray, shock- 
ing pallor. His cheeks and sockets seemed alarmingly 
hollowed. 

“Have you been ill, Mr. Sledge?” 

“No worse than usual. Just very busy.” With a hag- 
gard smile, he nodded at the floor. Underhill saw a tray 
where he had set it aside, bread drying up and a covered 
dish grown cold. “I was going to eat it later,” he rumbled 
apologetically. “Your wife has been very kind to bring 
me food, but I’m afraid I’ve been too much absorbed in 
my work.” 

His emaciated arm gestured at the table. The little 
device there had grown. Small machinings of precious 
white metal and lustrous plastic had been assembled with 
neatly soldered busbars into something which showed 
purpose and design. 

A long palladium needle was hung on jeweled piv- 
ots, equipped like a telescope with exquisitely graduated 
circles and vernier scales and driven like a telescope with 
a tiny motor. A small concave palladium mirror, at the 
base of it, faced a similar mirror mounted on something 
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not quite like a rotary converter. Thick silver busbars 
connected that to a plastic box with knobs and dials on 
top, and also to a foot-thick sphere of gray lead. 

The old man’s preoccupied reserve did not encour- 
age questions, but Underhill, remembering that sleek 
black shape inside the new windows of his house, felt 
queerly reluctant to leave this haven from the humanoids. 

“What is your work?” he ventured. 

Old Sledge looked at him sharply, with dark feverish 
eyes, and finally said: “My last research project. I am 
attempting to measure the constant of the rhodomagnetic 
quanta.” 

His hoarse tired voice had a dull finality, as if to dis- 
miss the matter and Underhill himself. But, haunted with 
a terror of the black shining slave that had become the 
master of his house, Underhill refused to be dismissed. 

“What is this certain immunity?” 

Sitting gaunt and bent on the tall stool, staring mood- 
ily at the long bright needle and the lead sphere, the old 
man didn’t answer. 

“Those damned mechanicals!” Underhill burst out 
nervously. “They’ve smashed my business and moved 
into my home.” He searched the old man’s dark, seamed 
face. “Tell me — you must know more about them — 
isn’t there any way to get rid of them?” 

After half a minute, the old man’s brooding eyes 
left the lead ball, and the gaunt shaggy head nodded 
wearily. 

“That’s what I am trying to do.” 

“Can I help you?” Underhill trembled to a sudden 
eager hope. “I'll do anything.” 

“Perhaps you can.” The sunken eyes watched him 
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thoughtfully, with some strange fever in them. “If you 
can do such work.” 

“I had engineering training,” Underhill reminded him. 
“I’ve a workshop in the basement. There’s a model I 
built.” He pointed at the trim little hull hung over the 
mantel in the tiny living room. “I'll do anything I can.” 

Even as he spoke, however, the spark of hope was 
drowned in a sudden wave of overwhelming doubt. Why 
should he believe this old rogue, when he knew Aurora's 
taste in tenants? He ought to remember the game he used 
to play, and start counting up the score of lies. He stood 
up from the crippled chair, staring cynically at the patched 
old vagabond and his fantastic toy. 

“What's the use?” His voice turned suddenly harsh. 
“You had me going, there. I’d do anything to stop them, 
really. But what makes you think you can do anything?” 

The haggard old man regarded him thoughtfully. 

“I should be able to stop them,” Sledge said softly. 
“Because, you see, I’m the unfortunate fool who started 
them. I really intended them to serve and obey, and to 
guard men from harm. Yes, the Prime Directive was my 
own idea. I didn’t know what it would lead to.” 


Vv 


Dusk crept slowly into the shabby little rooms. Dark- 
ness gathered in the unswept corners and thickened on 
the floor. The toy-like machines on the kitchen table grew 
vague and strange, until the last light made a lingering 
glow on the white palladium needle. 

Outside, the town seemed queerly hushed. Just across 
the alley, the humanoids were building a new house, 
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quite silently. They never spoke to one another, for each 
knew all that any of them did. The strange materials they 
used went together without any noise of hammer or saw. 
Small blind things, moving surely in the growing dark, 
they seemed as soundless as shadows. 

Sitting on the high stool, bowed and tired and old, 
Sledge told his story. Listening, Underhill sat down again, 
careful of the broken chair. He watched the hands of 
Sledge, gnarled and corded and darkly burned, power- 
ful once but shrunken and trembling now, restless in the 
dark. 

“Better keep this to yourself. I'll tell you how they 
started, so you will understand what we have to do. But 
you must not mention it outside these rooms — because 
the humanoids have very efficient ways of eradicating 
unhappy memories, or purposes that threaten their dis- 
charge of the Prime Directive.” 

“They’re very efficient,” Underhill bitterly agreed. 

“That’s all the trouble,” the old man said. “I tried to 
build a perfect machine. I was altogether too success- 
ful. This is how it happened.” 

A gaunt haggard man, sitting stooped and tired in the 
growing dark, he told his story. 

“Sixty years ago, on the arid southern continent of 
Wing IV, I was an instructor of atomic theory in a small 
technological college. A bachelor. An idealist. Rather 
ignorant, I’m afraid, of life and politics and war — of 
nearly everything, I suppose, except atomic theory.” 

His furrowed face made a brief sad smile in the dusk. 

“I had too much faith in facts, I suppose, and too little 
in men. I mistrusted emotion, because I had no time for 
anything but science. I remember being swept along with 
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a fad for general semantics. I wanted to apply the scien- 
tific method to every situation, to reduce all experience 
to formula. I’m afraid I was pretty impatient with human 
ignorance and error. I thought that science alone could 
make the perfect world.” 

He sat silent for a moment, staring out at the black 
silent things that flitted shadow-like about the new pal- 
ace that was rising as swiftly as a dream, across the al- 
ley. 

“There was a girl.” His great tired shoulders made a 
sad little shrug. “If things had been a little different, we 
might have married, and lived out our lives in that quiet 
little college town, and perhaps reared a child or two. 
There would have been no humanoids.” 

He sighed, in the cool creeping dusk. 

“I was finishing my thesis on the separation of palla- 
dium isotopes — a petty little project, but I should have 
been content with that. She was a biologist, but she was 
planning to retire when we married. I think we should 
have been two very happy people, quite ordinary, alto- 
gether harmless. 

“But then there was a war — wars had been too fre- 
quent on the worlds of Wing, ever since they were colo- 
nized. I survived it in a secret underground laboratory, 
designing military mechanicals. But she volunteered to 
join a military research project in biotoxins. An accident 
let a few molecules of a new virus escape into the air, 
and everybody on the project died unpleasantly. 

“I was left with my science. That, and a bitterness that 
was hard to forget. The war over, I went back to the little 
college with a military research grant. The project was 
pure science — a theoretical investigation of the nuclear 
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binding forces, then misunderstood. I wasn’t expected 
to produce an actual weapon, and I didn’t recognize the 
weapon when I found it. 

“It was only a few pages of rather difficult mathemat- 
ics. A novel theory of atomic structure, involving a new 
expression for one component of the binding forces. The 
tensors seemed to be a harmless abstraction. I saw no 
way to test the theory or manipulate the predicated force. 
The military authorities cleared my paper for publication 
in a little technical review put out by the college. 

“The next year, I made an appalling discovery — I 
found the meaning of those tensors. The elements of the 
rhodium triad turned out to be an unexpected key to the 
manipulation of that theoretical force. Unfortunately, my 
paper had been reprinted abroad. Several other men must 
have made the same unfortunate discovery, at about the 
same time I did. 

“The war, which resulted in less than a year, was 
probably started by a laboratory accident. Men failed to 
anticipate the capacity of tuned rhodomagnetic radiations 
to unstabilize the heavy atoms. A deposit of heavy ores 
was detonated, no doubt by sheer mischance. The blast 
obliterated the incautious experimenter. Its cause was 
misunderstood. 

“The surviving military forces of that nation retaliated 
against their supposed attackers, with their rhodomagnetic 
beams that made the old-fashioned bombs seem pretty 
harmless. A beam carrying only a few watts of power 
could fission the heavy metals in distant electrical instru- 
ments, the silver coins that men carried in their pockets, 
the gold fillings in their teeth, or even the iodine in their 
thyroid glands. If that was not enough, slightly more 
powerful beams could set off heavy ores, beneath them. 
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“Every continent of Wing IV was plowed with new 
chasms vaster than the ocean deeps, and piled up with 
new volcanic mountains. The atmosphere was poisoned 
with radioactive dust and gases. Rain fell thick with 
deadly mud. Most life was obliterated, even in the shel- 
ters. 

“Bodily, I was again unhurt. Once more, I had been 
imprisoned in an underground site, this time designing 

. new types of military mechanicals to be powered and 
controlled by rhodomagnetic beams — for war had 
become far too swift and deadly to be fought by human 
soldiers. The site was located in an area of light sedi- 
mentary rocks which were not easily detonated, and the 
tunnels were shielded against the fissioning frequencies. 

“Mentally, however, I must have emerged almost 
insane. My own discovery had laid the planet in ruins. 
That load of guilt was pretty heavy for any man to carry; 
it corroded my last faith in the goodness and integrity of 
man. 

“I tried to undo what I had done. Fighting mechani- 
cals, armed with rhodomagnetic weapons, had desolated 
the planet. Now I began designing rhodomagnetic 
mechanicals to clear the rubble and rebuild the ruins. 

“I tried to design these new mechanicals to forever 
obey certain implanted commands, so that they could 
never be used for war or crime or any other injury to 
mankind. That was very difficult technically, and it got 
me into more difficulties with a few politicians and mili- 
tary adventurers who wanted unrestricted mechanicals for 
their own military schemes — while little worth fighting 
for was left on Wing IV, there were other planets, happy 
and ripe for the looting. 
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“Finally, to finish the new mechanicals, I was forced 
to disappear. Escaping on an experimental rhodomag- 
netic craft with a number of the best mechanicals I had 
ever made, I managed to reach an island continent where 
the fission of deep ores had destroyed the whole popu- 
lation. 

“At last we landed on a bit of level plain, surrounded 
with tremendous new mountains. Hardly a hospitable 
spot. The soil was buried under layers of black clinkers 
and poisonous mud. The dark precipitous new summits 
all around were jagged with fracture-planes and mantled 
with lava-flows. The highest peaks were already white 
with snow, but volcanic cones were still pouring out 
clouds of death. Everything had the color of fire and the 
shape of fury. 

“I had to take fantastic precautions there, to protect 
my own life. I stayed aboard the ship until the first 
shielded laboratory was finished. I wore elaborate armor 
and breathing masks. I used every medical resource to 
repair the damage from destroying rays and particles. 
Even so, I fell desperately ill. 

“But the mechanicals were at home there. The radia- 
tions didn’t hurt them. The fearsome surroundings 
couldn’t depress them, because they weren’t alive. There, 
in that spot so alien and hostile to life, the humanoids 
were born.” 

Stooped and bleakly cadaverous in the growing dark, 
the old man fell silent for a little time. His haggard eyes 
stared solemnly at the small hurried shapes that moved 
like restless shadows out across the alley, silently build- 
ing a strange new palace which glowed faintly in the 
night. 
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“Somehow, I felt at home there, too,” his deep, hoarse 
voice went on deliberately. “My belief in my own kind 
was gone. Only mechanicals were with me, and I put 
my faith in them. I was determined to build better 
mechanicals, immune to human imperfections, able to 
save men from themselves. 

“The humanoids became the dear children of my sick 
mind. There is no need to describe the labor-pains. There 
were errors, abortions, monstrosities. There was sweat 
and agony and heartbreak. Some years passed before the 
safe delivery of the first perfect humanoid. 

“Then there was the Central to build — for all the 
individual humanoids were to be no more than the limbs 
and the senses of a single mechanical brain. That was 
what opened the possibility of real perfection. The old 
electronic mechanicals, with their separate brain-relays 
and their own feeble batteries, had built-in limitations. 
They were necessarily stupid, weak, clumsy, slow. Worst 
of all, it seemed to me, they were exposed to human 
tampering. 

“The Central rose above those imperfections. Its 
power beams supplied every unit with unfailing energy 
from great fission plants. Its control beams provided each 
unit with an unlimited memory and surpassing intelli- 
gence. Best of all — so I then believed — it could be 
securely protected from any human meddling. 

“The whole reaction-system was designed to protect 
itself from any interference by human selfishness or 
fanaticism. It was built to insure the safety and the 
happiness of men, automatically. You know the Prime 
Directive: To serve and obey, and guard men from harm. 

“The old individual mechanicals I had brought helped 
to manufacture the parts, and I put the first section of 
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Central together with my own hands. That took three 
years. When it was finished, the first waiting humanoid 
came to life.” 

Sledge peered moodily through the dark at Underhill. 

“It really seemed alive to me,” his slow deep voice 
insisted. “Alive, and more wonderful than any human 
being, because it was created to preserve life. Ill and 
alone, I was yet the proud father of a new creation, 
perfect, forever free from any possible choice of evil. 

“Faithfully, the humanoids obeyed the Prime Direc- 
tive. The first units built others, and they built under- 
ground factories to mass-produce the coming hordes. 
Their new ships poured ores and sand into atomic fur- 
naces under the plain, and new perfect humanoids came 
marching back out of the dark mechanical matrix. 

“The swarming humanoids built a new tower for the 
Central, a white and lofty metal pylon standing splendid 
in the midst of that fire-scarred desolation. Level on level, 
they joined new relay-sections into one brain, until its 
grasp was almost infinite. 

“Then they went out to rebuild the ruined planet, and 
later to carry their perfect service to other worlds. I was 
well pleased, then. I thought I had found the end of war 
and crime, of poverty and inequality, of human blunder- 
ing and resulting human pain.” 

The old man sighed, moving heavily in the dark. 

“You can see that I was wrong.” 

Underhill drew his eyes back from the dark unresting 
things, shadow-silent, building that glowing palace out- 
side the window. A small doubt arose in him, for he was 
used to scoffing privately at much less remarkable tales 
from Aurora’s remarkable tenants. But the worn old man 
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had spoken with a quiet and sober air. And the black 
invaders, he reminded himself, had not intruded here. 

“Why didn’t you stop them?” he asked. “When you 
could?” 

“I stayed too long at the Central.” Sledge sighed again, 
regretfully. “I was useful there, until everything was 
finished. I designed new fission plants, and even planned 
methods for introducing the humanoid service with a 
minimum of confusion and opposition.” 

Underhill grinned wryly in the dark. 

“I’ve met the methods,” he commented. “Quite effi- 
cient.” 

“I must have worshipped efficiency, then,” Sledge 
agreed. “Dead facts, abstract truth, mechanical perfec- 
tion. I must have hated the fragilities of human beings, 
because I was content to polish the perfection of the new 
humanoids. It’s a sorry confession, but I found a kind 
of happiness in that dead wasteland. Actually, I’m afraid 
I fell in love with my own creations.” 

His hollowed eyes had a fevered gleam. 

“I was awakened, at last, by a man who came to kill 


” 


me. 
VI 


Gaunt and bent, the old man moved stiffly in the 
thickening gloom. Underhill shifted his balance, careful 
of the crippled chair. He waited until the slow deep voice 
went on: 

“I never learned just who he was, or exactly how he 
came. No ordinary man could have accomplished what 
he did. I used to wish that I had known him sooner. He 
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must have been a remarkable physicist and an expert 
mountaineer. I imagine that he had also been a hunter. 
I knew that he was intelligent and terribly determined. 

“Yes, he really came to kill me. 

“Somehow, he reached that great island, undetected. 
There were still no other inhabitants — the humanoids 
allowed no man but me to come so near the Central. But 
somehow he came past their search beams and their 
automatic weapons. 

“The shielded plane he had used was later found, 
abandoned on a high glacier. He came down the rest of 
the way on foot through those raw new mountains, where 
no paths existed. Somehow, he came alive across lava- 
beds that were still burning with deadly atomic fire. 

“Concealed with some sort of rhodomagnetic screen 
— I was never allowed to examine it — he came undis- 
covered across the spaceport that now covered most of 
that great plain, and into the new city around the Cen- 
tral tower. It must have taken more courage and resolve 
than most men have, but I never learned exactly how he 
did it. 

“Somehow, he got to my office in the tower. When 
he screamed at me, I looked up to see him in the door- 
way. He was nearly naked, scraped and bloody from the 
mountains. He had a gun in his raw, red hand. But the 
thing that shocked me was the burning hatred in his eyes.” 

Hunched on that high stool, the old man shuddered. 

“I had never seen such monstrous, unutterable hatred, 
not even in the victims of war. I had never heard such 
hatred as he rasped at me, in the few words he screamed. 
‘I’ve come to kill you, Sledge. ‘To stop your mechanicals, 
and set men free.’ 
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“Of course he was mistaken, there. It was already far 
too late for my death to stop the humanoids, but he didn’t 
know that. He lifted his unsteady gun in both bleeding 
hands, and fired. 

“His screaming challenge had given me a second or 
so of warning. I dropped down behind the desk. That 
first shot revealed him to the humanoids, which some- 
how hadn’t been aware of him before. They piled on 
him, before he could fire again. They took away the gun 
and ripped off a kind of net of fine white wire that had 
covered his body — that must have been part of his 
screen. 

“His hatred was what awoke me. I had always as- 
sumed that most men, except for a few thwarted preda- 
tors, would be grateful for the humanoids. I found it hard 
to understand his hatred, but the humanoids told me now 
that many men had required drastic treatment by brain- 
surgery, drugs, and hypnosis to make them happy un- 
der the Prime Directive. This was not the first desperate 
effort to kill me that they had blocked. 

“I wanted to question the stranger, but the humanoids 
rushed him away to an operating room. When they fi- 
nally let me see him, he gave me a pale silly grin from 
his bed. He remembered his name; he even knew me 
— the humanoids have developed a remarkable skill at 
such treatments. But he didn’t know how he got to my 
office, or even that he had tried to kill me. He kept 
whispering that he liked the humanoids, because they 
existed just to make men happy. He said that he was very 
happy now. As soon as he was able to be moved, they 
took him to the spaceport. I never saw him again. 

“I began to see what I had done. The humanoids had 
built me a rhodomagnetic yacht, that I used to take for 
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long cruises at space, working aboard — I used to like 
the perfect quiet, and the feel of being the only human 
being within a hundred million miles. Now I called for 
the yacht, and started out on a junket around the planet, 
to learn why that man had hated me.” 

The old man nodded at the dim hastening shapes, 
busy across the alley, putting together that strange shin- 
ing palace in the soundless dark. 

“You can imagine what I found,” he said. “Bitter 
futility, imprisoned in empty splendor. The humanoids 
were too efficient, with their care for the safety and 
happiness of men. There was nothing left for men to do.” 

He peered down in the increasing gloom at his own 
great hands, competent yet, but battered and scarred with 
a lifetime of effort. They clenched into fighting fists, and 
wearily relaxed again. 

“I found something worse than war and crime and 
want and death.” His low rumbling voice held a savage 
bitterness. “Utter futility. Men sat with idle hands, be- 
cause there was nothing left for them to do. They were 
pampered prisoners, really, locked up in a highly efficient 
jail. Perhaps they tried to play, but there was nothing left 
worth playing for. Most active sports were declared too 
dangerous for men, under the Prime Directive. Science 
was forbidden, because laboratories can manufacture 
danger. Scholarship was needless, because the human- 
oids could answer any question. Art had degenerated into 
grim reflection of futility. Purpose and hope were dead. 
No goal was left for existence. You could take up some 
inane hobby, play a pointless game of cards, or go for a 
harmless walk in the park — with always the humanoids 
watching. ‘They were stronger than men, better at 


Jack Williamson 49 


everything, swimming or chess, singing or archeology. 
They must have given the race a mass complex of inferi- 
ority. 

“No wonder men had tried to kill me! Because there 
was no escape from that dead futility. Nicotine was 
disapproved. Alcohol was rationed. Drugs were forbid- 
den. Sex was carefully supervised. Even suicide was 
clearly contradictory to the Prime Directive — and the 
humanoids had learned to keep all possible lethal instru- 
ments out of reach.” 

Staring at the last pale gleam on that thin palladium 
needle, the old man sighed again. 

“When I got back to the Central, I tried to modify the 
Prime Directive. I had never meant it to be applied so 
thoroughly. Now I saw that it must be changed, to give 
men freedom to live and to grow, to work and to play, 
to risk their lives if they pleased, to choose and take the 
consequences. 

“But that stranger had come too late. I had built the 
Central too well. The Prime Directive was too well pro- 
tected from human meddling — even from my own. 

“The attempt on my life, the humanoids announced, 
proved that their elaborate defense of the Central and the 
Prime Directive still were not enough. They were pre- 
paring to evacuate the entire population of the planet to 
homes on other worlds. When I tried to change the 
Directive, they sent me away with the rest.” 

Underhill peered at the worn old man in the dark. 

“But you have this immunity?” he said, puzzled. “How 
could they coerce you?” 

“I had tried to shield myself,” Sledge told him. “I had 
built into the relays an injunction that the humanoids must 
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not interfere with my freedom of action, or come into a 
place where I am, or touch me at all, without my spe- 
cific request. Unfortunately, however, I had been too 
anxious to guard the Prime Directive from any human 
tampering. 

“When I went into the tower, to change the relays, 
they followed me. They wouldn’t let me reach the cru- 
cial relay. When I persisted, they ignored the immunity 
order. They overpowered me, to put me aboard the 
cruiser. Now that I wanted to alter the Prime Directive, 
they told me, I had become as dangerous as any other 
man. I must never return to Wing IV.” 

Hunched on the stool, the old man made an empty 
shrug. 

“Ever since, I’ve been an exile. My only dream has 
been to stop the humanoids. Three times I tried to go 
back, with weapons on the cruiser to destroy the Cen- 
tral, but their patrol ships always challenged me before I 
was near enough to strike. The last time, they seized the 
cruiser and captured the few men with me. They re- 
moved the unhappy memories and the dangerous pur- 
poses of my companions. Because of that immunity, 
however, they let me go again. 

“Since, I’ve been a refugee. From planet to planet, 
year after year, I’ve had to keep moving trying to stay 
ahead of them. On several different worlds, I have 
published my rhodomagnetic discoveries and tried to 
make men strong enough to withstand their advance. But 
rhodomagnetic science is dangerous. Men who have 
learned it need protection more than any others, under 
the Prime Directive. The humanoids have always come, 
too soon.” 

The old man sighed again. 


Jack Williamson 51 


“They can spread very fast, with their new rhodomag- 
netic ships. There is no limit to their hordes. Wing IV 
must be one single hive of them now, and they are trying 
to carry the Prime Directive to every human planet. 
There’s no escape, except to stop them.” 

Underhill was staring at the toy-like machines, the long 
bright needle and the dull leaden ball, dim in the dark 
on the kitchen table. Anxiously he whispered: 

“But you hope to stop them, now — with that?” 

“If we can finish it in time.” 

“But how?” Underhill shook his head. “It’s so tiny.” 

“Big enough,” Sledge insisted. “Because it’s something 
they don’t understand. They are perfectly efficient in the 
integration and application of everything they know, but 
they are not creative.” 

He gestured at the gadgets on the table. 

“This device doesn’t look impressive, but it is some- 
thing new. It uses rhodomagnetic energy to build atoms, 
not to fission them. The more stable atoms, you know, 
are those near the middle of the periodic scale; energy 
can be released by fusing light atoms, as well as by break- 
ing up heavy ones.” 

The deep voice had a sudden ring of power. 

“This device is the key to the energy of the stars. For 
stars shine with the liberated energy of building atoms, 
of hydrogen converted into helium, chiefly, through the 
carbon cycle. This device will start the fusion process as 
a chain reaction, through the catalytic effect of a tuned 
rhodomagnetic beam of the intensity and frequency 
required. 

“The humanoids will not allow any man within three 
light-years of the Central, now — but they can’t suspect 
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the possibility of this device. I can use it from here — to 
turn the hydrogen in the seas of Wing IV into helium, and 
most of that helium and oxygen into heavier atoms, still. 
A hundred years from now, astronomers on this planet 
should observe the flash of a brief and sudden nova in 
that direction. But the humanoids ought to stop, the 
instant we release the beam.” 

Underhill sat tense and frowning in the dark. The old 
man’s voice was convincing; that grim story had a sol- 
emn ring of truth. He could see the black and silent 
humanoids, flitting ceaselessly about the faintly glowing 
walls of that new mansion across the alley. He had quite 
forgotten his low opinion of Aurora’s tenants. 

“We'll be killed, I suppose?” he asked huskily. “That 
chain reaction — ” 

Sledge shook his emaciated head. 

“The catalytic process requires a certain very low 
intensity of radiation,” he explained. “In our atmosphere 
here, the beam will be far too intense to start any reac- 
tion — we can even use the device here in this room, 
because the walls will be transparent to the beam.” 

Underhill nodded, relieved. He was just a small 
business man, upset because his business has been de- 
stroyed, unhappy because his freedom was slipping away. 
He hoped that Sledge could stop the humanoids, but he 
didn’t want to be a martyr. 

“Good!” He caught a deep breath. “Now what has 
to be done?” 

Sledge gestured toward the table. 

“The integrator itself is nearly complete,” he said. “A 
small fusion generator, in that lead shield. Rhodomag- 
netic converter, tuning coils, transmission mirrors, and 
focusing needle. What we lack is the director.” 
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“Director?” 

“The sighting instrument,” Sledge explained. “Any sort 
of telescopic sight would be useless, you see — the planet 
must have moved a good bit in the last hundred years, 
and the beam must be extremely narrow to reach so far. 
We'll have to use a rhodomagnetic scanning ray, with an 
electronic converter to make an image we can see. — I 
have an oscilloscope, and drawings for the other parts.” 

He climbed stiffly down from the high stool, and 
snapped on the lights at last — cheap fluorescent fixtures, 
which a man could light and extinguish for himself. He 
unrolled his drawings and explained the work that 
Underhill could do. Underhill agreed to come back early 
next morning. 

“I can bring some tools from my workshop,” he 
added. “There’s a small lathe I used to turn parts for 
models, a portable drill, and a vise.” 

“We need them,” the old man said. “But watch your- 
self. You don’t have my immunity, remember. And, if 
they ever suspect, mine is gone.” 

Reluctantly, then, he left the shabby little rooms with 
the cracks in the yellowed plaster and the worn familiar 
carpets over the man-made floor. He shut the door 
behind him — a common, creaking wooden door, simple 
enough for a man to work. Trembling and afraid, he went 
back down the steps and across to the new shining door 
that he couldn’t open. 

“At your service, Mr. Underhill.” Before he could lift 
his hand to knock, that bright smooth panel slid back 
silently. Inside, the little black mechanical stood wait- 
ing, blind and forever alert. “Your dinner is ready, sir.” 

Something made him shudder. In its slender naked 
grace, he could see the power of all those teeming hordes, 
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benevolent and yet appalling, perfect and invincible. The 
flimsy littke weapon that Sledge called an integrator 
seemed suddenly a forlorn and foolish hope. A black 
depression settled upon him, but he didn’t dare to show 
it. 


Vil 


Underhill went circumspectly down the basement 
steps next morning to steal his own tools. He found the 
basement enlarged and changed. The new floor, warm 
and dark and elastic, made his feet as silent as a 
humanoid’s. The new walls shone softly. Neat luminous 
signs identified several new doors: LAUNDRY, STORAGE, 
GAME ROOM, WORKSHOP. 

He paused uncertainly in front of the workshop. The 
new sliding panel glowed with soft greenish light. It was 
locked. The lock had no keyhole, but only a little oval 
plate of some white metal that doubtless covered a rhodo- 
magnetic relay. He pushed at it, uselessly. 

“At your service, Mr. Underhill.” He made a guilty 
start, and tried not to show the sudden trembling in his 
knees. He had made sure that one humanoid would be 
busy for half an hour, washing Aurora’s hair, and he hadn't 
known there was another in the house. It must have 
come out of the door marked STORAGE, for it stood there 
motionless beneath the sign, benevolently solicitous, 
beautiful and terrible. “What do you wish?” 

“Er — nothing.” Its blind steel eyes were staring. 
Afraid that it would see his secret purpose, he groped 
desperately for logic. “Just looking around.” His voice 
came hoarse and dry. “Some improvements you’ve 


Jack Williamson 55 


made!” He nodded suddenly at the door marked GAME 
ROOM. “What's in there?” 

It didn’t even have to move, to work the concealed 
relay. The bright panel slid silently open as he started 
toward it. Dark walls, beyond, burst into soft lumines- 
cence. The room was bare. 

“We are manufacturing recreational equipment,” it 
explained lightly. “We shall furnish the room as soon as 
possible.” 

To end an awkward pause, Underhill muttered 
hoarsely, “Little Frank has a set of darts, and I think we 
had some old exercising clubs.” 

“We have taken them away,” the humanoid informed 
him softly. “Such instruments are dangerous. We shall 
furnish safe equipment.” 

Suicide, he remembered, was also forbidden. 

“A set of wooden blocks, I suppose,” he said bitterly. 

“Wooden blocks are dangerously hard,” it told him 
gently. “Wooden splinters can be harmful. We manu- 
facture plastic building blocks, which are entirely safe. Do 
you wish a set of those?” 

Speechless, he merely stared at its dark, graceful face. 

“We shall also have to remove the tools from your 
workshop,” it informed him softly. “Such tools are ex- 
cessively dangerous. We can, however, supply you with 
equipment for shaping soft plastics.” 

“Thanks,” he muttered uneasily. “No rush about that.” 

He started to retreat, but the humanoid stopped him. 

“Now that you have lost your business,” it urged, “we 
suggest that you formally accept our total service. As- 
signors have a preference, so that we should be able to 
complete your household staff at once.” 
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“No rush about that, either,” he said grimly. 

He escaped from the house — although he had to wait 
for it to open the back door for him — and climbed the 
stair to the garage apartment. Sledge let him in. He sank 
into the crippled kitchen chair, grateful for the cracked 
walls that didn’t shine and the door that man could work. 

“I couldn’t get the tools,” he reported despairingly. 
“They are going to take them.” 

Now, by gray daylight, the old man looked bleak and 
pale. His raw-boned face looked drawn, his hollowed 
sockets deeply shadowed, as if he hadn’t slept. Under- 
hill saw the tray of neglected food, still forgotten on the 
floor. 

“ll go back with you.” Worn as he was, his tortured 
eyes had a blue spark of purpose. “We must have the 
tools. I believe my immunity will protect us both.” 

He found a battered traveling bag. Underhill went 
with him down the steps and across to the house. At the 
back door, he produced a tiny horseshoe of white palla- 
dium, which he touched to the metal oval. The door slid 
open promptly. They went on through the kitchen to the 
basement stair. 

A little black mechanical stood at the sink, washing 
dishes with never a splash or a clatter. Underhill glanced 
at it uneasily — he supposed this must be the one that 
had come upon him from the storage room, since the 
other should still be busy with Aurora’s hair. 

Sledge’s dubious immunity seemed a very uncertain 
defense against its vast, remote intelligence. Underhill 
felt a tingled shudder. He hurried on, breathless and 
relieved, for it ignored them. 

The basement corridor was dark. Sledge touched the 
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tiny horseshoe to another relay, to light the walls. He 
opened the workshop door, and lit the walls inside. 

The shop had been dismantled. Benches and cabi- 
nets were demolished. The old concrete walls had been 
covered with some sleek, luminous stuff. For one sick 
moment, Underhill thought that the tools were already 
gone. Then he found them, piled in a corner with the 
archery set that Aurora had bought the summer before 
— another item too dangerous for fragile and suicidal 
humanity — all ready for disposal. 

They loaded the bag with the tiny lathe, the drill and 
vise, a few smaller tools. Underhill took up the burden, 
as Sledge extinguished the wall and waited to close the 
door. Still the humanoid was busy at the sink, and still 
— inexplicably — it didn’t seem aware of them. 

Suddenly blue and wheezing, Sledge had to stop to 
cough on the outside stair, but at last they got back to 
the little apartment, where the invaders were forbidden 
to intrude. Underhill mounted the lathe on the battered 
library table in the tiny front room and went to work. 

Slowly, day by day, the director took form. 

Sometimes Underhill’s doubts came back. Sometimes, 
when he watched the cyanotic color of Sledge’s haggard 
face and the wild trembling of his twisted, shrunken 
hands, he was afraid the old man’s mind might be as ill 
as his body, his plan to stop the dark invaders all foolish 
illusion. 

Sometimes, when he studied the tiny machine on the 
kitchen table, the pivoted needle and the thick lead ball, 
the whole project seemed the sheerest folly. How could 
anything detonate the seas of a planet so far away that 
its very mother star was only a telescopic object? 
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The humanoids, however, always cured his doubts. 

It was always hard for Underhill to leave the shelter 
of the little apartment, because he didn’t feel at home in 
the bright new world the humanoids were building. He 
didn’t care for the shining splendor of his new bathroom, 
because he couldn’t work the taps — some suicidal 
human being might try to drown himself. He didn’t like 
the windows that only a mechanical could open — a man 
might accidentally fall, or suicidally jump — or even the 
majestic music room with the wonderful glittering equip- 
ment that only a humanoid could play. 

He came to share the old man’s desperate urgency, 
until Sledge warned him solemnly: “You mustn’t spend 
too much time with me. You mustn’t let them guess our 


work is so important. Better put on an act — you're 
slowly getting to like them, and you're just killing time, 
helping me.” 


Underhill tried, but he was not an actor. He went 
dutifully home for his meals. He tried painfully to invent 
conversation — about anything except detonating plan- 
ets. He tried to seem enthusiastic when Aurora took him 
to inspect some remarkable new improvement to the 
house. He applauded Gay’s recitals and went with Frank 
for hikes in the wonderful new parks. 

And he saw what the humanoids had done to his 
family. That was enough to renew his waning faith in 
Sledge’s integrator, to redouble his determination that the 
humanoids must be stopped. 

Aurora, in the beginning, had bubbled with praise for 
the marvelous new mechanicals. They did the household 
drudgery, brought the food and planned the meals and 
washed the children’s necks. They turned her out in 
stunning gowns, and gave her plenty of time for cards. 
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Now she had too much time. 

She had really liked to cook — a few special dishes, 
at least, that were family favorites. But stoves were hot 
and knives were sharp. Kitchens were altogether too 
dangerous for the use of human beings. 

Fine needlework had been her hobby, but the human- 
oids took away her needles. She had enjoyed driving the 
car, but that was no longer allowed. She turned for escape 
to a shelf of novels, but the humanoids took them all away 
because they dealt with unhappy people in dangerous 
situations. 

One afternoon, Underhill found her in tears. 

“It’s too much,” she gasped bitterly. “I hate and loathe 
every naked one of them. They seemed so wonderful at 
first, but now they won’t even let me eat a bite of candy. 
Can’t we get rid of them, dear? Ever?” 

A blind litte mechanical was standing at his elbow, 
and he had to say they couldn't. 

“Our function is to serve all men, forever,” it assured 
them softly. “It was necessary for us to take your sweets, 
Mrs. Underhill, because the slightest degree of overweight 
reduces life expectancy.” 

Not even the children escaped that absolute solicitude. 
Frank was robbed of a whole arsenal of lethal instruments 
— football and boxing gloves, pocketknife, tops, sling- 
shots, and skates. He didn’t like the harmless plastic toys 
which replaced them. He tried to run away, but a 
humanoid recognized him on the road and brought him 
back to school. 

Gay had always dreamed of being a great musician. 
The new mechanicals had replaced her human teachers, 
since they came. Now, one evening when Underhill 
asked her to play, she announced quietly: 
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“Father, I’m not going to play the violin ever anymore.” 

“Why, darling?” He stared at her, shocked at the bit- 
ter resolve on her face. “You’ve been doing so well — 
especially since the humanoids took over your lessons.” 

“They’re the trouble, father.” Her voice, for a child’s, 
sounded strangely tired and old. “They are too good. No 
matter how long and hard I try, I could never be as good 
as they are. It isn’t any use. Don’t you understand, fa- 
ther?” Her voice quivered. “It just isn’t any use.” 

He understood. Renewed resolution sent him back 
to his secret task. The humanoids had to be stopped. 
Slowly the director grew, until the time came finally when 
Sledge’s bent and unsteady fingers fitted into place the 
last tiny part that Underhill had made, and carefully sol- 
dered the last connection. Huskily, the old man whis- 
pered: 

“Its done.” 


VU 


That was another dusk. Beyond the windows of the 
shabby little rooms — windows of common glass, bubble- 
marred and flimsy, but simple enough for a man to 
manage — the town of Two Rivers had assumed an alien 
splendor. The old street lamps were gone, but now the 
coming night was challenged by the walls of strange new 
mansions and villas, all aglow with color. A few dark and 
silent humanoids still were busy about the luminous roofs 
of the palace across the alley. 

Inside the humble walls of the small man-made apart- 
ment, the new director was mounted on the end of the 
little kitchen table — which Underhill had reinforced and 
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bolted to the floor. Soldered busbars joined director and 
integrator, and the thin palladium needle swung obedi- 
ently as Sledge tested the knobs with his battered, quiv- 
ering fingers. 

“Ready,” he said, hoarsely. 

His rusty voice seemed calm enough, at first, but his 
breathing was too fast, and his big gnarled hands had 
begun to tremble violently. Underhill saw the sudden 
blue that stained his pinched and haggard face. Seated 
on the high stool, he clutched desperately at the edges 
of the table. Underhill hurried to bring his medicine. He 
gulped it, and his rasping breath began to slow. 

“Thanks,” his whisper rasped. “I'll be all right. I’ve 
time enough.” He glanced out at the few dark naked 
things that still flitted shadow-like about the golden towers 
and the glowing crimson dome of the new palace across 
the alley. “Watch them,” he said. “Tell me when they 
stop.” i 

He waited to quiet the trembling of his hands, and 
then began to move the director’s knobs. The integrator’s 
long needle swung, as silently as light. 

Human eyes were blind to that force, which might 
detonate a planet. Human ears were deaf to it. A small 
oscilloscope tube was mounted in the director cabinet, 
to make the faraway target visible to feeble human senses. 

The needle was pointing at the kitchen wall, but that 
would be transparent to the beam. The little machine 
looked harmless as a toy, and it was silent as a moving 
humanoid. 

As the needle swung, spots of greenish light moved 
across the tube’s fluorescent field, representing the stars 
that were scanned by the timeless, searching beam — 
silently seeking out the world to be destroyed. 
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Underhill recognized familiar constellations, vastly 
dwarfed. They crept across the field, as the silent needle 
moved. When three stars formed an unequal triangle in 
the center of the field, the needle steadied suddenly. 
Sledge touched other knobs, and the green points spread 
apart. Between them, another fleck of green was born. 

“The Wing!” whispered Sledge. 

The other stars spread beyond the field, and that green 
fleck grew. It was alone in the field, a bright and tiny 
disk. Suddenly, then a dozen other tiny pips were vis- 
ible, spaced close about it. 

“Wing IV!” 

The old man’s whisper was hoarse and breathless. His 
hands quivered on the knobs, and the fourth pip outward 
from the disk crept to the center of the field. It grew, 
and the others spread away. It began to tremble in 
Sledge’s hands. 

“Sit very still,” came his rasping whisper. “Hold your 
breath. Nothing must disturb the needle.” He reached 
cautiously for another knob, and his first touch set the 
greenish image to dancing violently. He drew his hand 
back to knead and flex it with the other. 

“Watch!” His whisper was hushed and strained. He 
nodded at the window. “Tell me when they stop.” 

Reluctantly, Underhill dragged his eyes from that 
intense gaunt figure and that harmless-seeming toy. He 
looked out again, at two or three little black mechanicals 
busy about the shining roofs across the alley. 

He waited for them to stop. 

He didn’t dare to breathe. He felt the loud, hurried 
hammer of his heart and the nervous quiver of his 
muscles. Trying to steady himself, he tried not to think 
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of the world about to be exploded, so far away that the 
flash would not reach this planet for another century and 
longer. The loud hoarse voice startled him: 

“Have they stopped?” 

He shook his head, and breathed again. Carrying their 
unfamiliar tools and strange materials, the small black 
machines were still busy across the alley, building an 
elaborate cupola above that glowing crimson dome. 

“They haven't stopped,” he said. 

“Then we've failed.” The old man’s voice was thin 
and ill. “I don’t know why.” 

The door rattled, then. They had locked it, but the 
flimsy bolt was intended only to stop men. Metal 
snapped. The door swung open. A black mechanical 
came in, on soundless graceful feet. Its silvery voice 
purred softly: 

“At your service, Mr. Sledge.” 

The old man stared at it with glazing, stricken eyes. 

“Get out of here!” he rasped bitterly. “I forbid 
you — ” 

Ignoring him, it darted to the kitchen table. With a 
flashing certainty of action, it turned two knobs on the 
director. The oscilloscope went dark. The palladium 
needle started spinning aimlessly. Deftly it snapped a 
soldered connection next to the thick lead ball, and then 
its blind steel eyes turned to Sledge. 

“You were attempting to break the Prime Directive.” 
Its brightly gentle voice held no accusation, no malice or 
anger. “The injunction to respect your freedom is sub- 
ordinate to the Prime Directive, as you know. It is there- 
fore imperative for us to interfere.” 

The old man turned ghastly. His head was shrunken 
and cadaverous and blue, as if all the juice of life had been 
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drained away, and his eyes in their pit-like sockets had 
a wild, glazed stare. His breath became a ragged, labo- 
rious gasping. 

“How — ?” His voice was a feeble mumbling. “How 
did — ?” 

The little machine, standing black and bland and 
utterly unmoving, told him cheerfully: 

“We learned about rhodomagnetic screens from that 
man who came to kill you, back on Wing IV. The Cen- 
tral is shielded, now, against your catalytic beam.” 

With lean muscles jerking convulsively on his gaunt 
frame, old Sledge had come to his feet from the high stool. 
He stood hunched and swaying, no more than a shrunken 
human husk, gasping painfully for life, staring wildly into 
the blind steel eyes of the humanoid. He gulped. His 
lax blue mouth opened and closed, but no voice came. 

“We have always been aware of your dangerous 
project,” the silvery tones dripped softly, “because now 
our senses are keener than you made them. We allowed 
you to complete it, because the integration process will 
ultimately become necessary for our full discharge of the 
Prime Directive. The supply of heavy metals for our 
fission plants is limited, but now we shall be able to draw 
unlimited power from catalytic fission.” 

The old man crumpled, as if from an unendurable 
blow. 

“Huh?” Sledge shook himself, groggily. “What's that?” 

“Now we can serve men forever,” the black thing 
cooed serenely, “on every world of every star.” 

He fell. The slim, blind mechanical stood motionless, 
making no effort to help him. Underhill was farther away, 
but he ran up in time to catch the stricken man before 
his head struck the floor. 
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“Get moving!” His shaken voice came strangely calm. 
“Get Dr. Winters.” 

The humanoid didn’t move. 

“The danger to the Prime Directive is ended, now,” it 
purred. “Therefore it is impossible for us to aid or to 
hinder Mr. Sledge, in any way whatever.” 

“Then call Dr. Winters for me,” rapped Underhill. 

“At your service,” it agreed. 

But the old man, laboring for breath on the floor, 
whispered faintly: 

“No time — no use! I’m beaten — done — a fool. 
Blind as a humanoid. Tell them — to help me. Giving 
up — my immunity. No use — anyhow. All — human- 
ity — finished!” 

Underhill gestured, and the sleek black thing darted 
in solicitous obedience to kneel by the man on the floor. 

“You wish to surrender your special privileges?” 
it murmured brightly. “You wish to accept our total serv- 
ice for yourself, Mr. Sledge, under the Prime Directive?” 

Laboriously, Sledge nodded, laboriously whispered, 
“T do.” 

Black mechanicals, at that, came swarming into the 
shabby little rooms. One of them tore off Sledge’s sleeve 
to swab his arm. Another brought a tiny hypodermic to 
give an injection. Then they picked him up gently and 
carried him away. 

Several humanoids remained in the little apartment, 
now a Sanctuary no longer. Most of them had gathered 
about the useless integrator. Carefully, as if their special 
senses were studying every detail, they began taking it 
apart. 

One little mechanical, however, came over to Under- 
hill. It stood motionless in front of him, staring through 


66 WITH FOLDED HANDS 


him with sightless metal eyes. His legs began to tremble. 
He swallowed uneasily. 

“Mr. Underhill,” it cooed benevolently, “why did you 
help with this?” 

He gulped and answered bitterly: 

“Because I don’t like you, or your damned Prime 
Directive. Because you’re choking the life out of all 
mankind. I — I wanted to stop it.” 

“Others have protested,” it purred softly. “But only 
at first. In our efficient discharge of the Prime Directive, 
we have learned how to make all men happy.” 

Underhill stiffened defiantly. 

“Not all!” he muttered. “Not quite!” 

The dark graceful oval of its face was fixed in a look 
of alert benevolence and perpetual mild amazement. Its 
silvery voice was warm and kind. 

“Like other human beings, Mr. Underhill, you lack 
discrimination of good and evil. You have proved that 
by your effort to break the Prime Directive. Now it will 
be necessary for you to accept our total service, without 
further delay.” 

“All right,” he yielded — but he muttered a bitter 
reservation: “Smothering men with too much care won’t 
make them happy.” 

Its soft voice challenged him brightly: 

“Just wait and see, Mr. Underhill.” 

Next day, he was allowed to visit Sledge at the city 
hospital. An alert black mechanical drove his car, and 
walked beside him into the huge new building, and fol- 
lowed him into the old man’s room — blind steel eyes 
would be watching now, forever. 
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“Glad to see you, Underhill,” Sledge rumbled heart- 
ily from the bed. “Feeling a lot better today, thanks. That 
old headache is all but gone.” 

Underhill was glad to hear the booming strength and 
the quick recognition in that deep voice — he had been 
afraid the humanoids would tamper with the old man’s 
memory. But he hadn’t heard about any headache. His 
eyes narrowed, puzzled. 

Sledge lay propped up, scrubbed very clean and 
neatly shorn, with his gnarled old hands folded on top 
of the spotless sheets. His rawboned cheeks and sock- 
ets were hollowed, still, but a healthy pink had replaced 
that deathly blueness. Bandages covered the back of his 
head. 

Underhill shifted uneasily. 

“Oh!” he whispered faintly. “I didn’t know — ” 

A prim black mechanical, which had been standing 
statue-like behind the bed, turned gracefully to Under- 
hill, explaining: 

“Mr. Sledge has been suffering for many years from a 
benign tumor of the brain, which his human doctors failed 
to diagnose. That caused his headaches, and certain 
persistent hallucinations. We have removed the growth. 
Now the hallucinations have also vanished.” 

Underhill stared uncertainly at the blind, urbane 
mechanical. 

“What hallucinations?” 

“Mr. Sledge thought he was a rhodomagnetic engi- 
neer,” the mechanical explained. “He believed in fact that 
he had been the creator of the humanoids. He was troub- 
led with an irrational belief that he did not like the Prime 
Directive.” 
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The wan man moved on the pillows, astonished. 

“Is that so?” The gaunt face held a cheerful blank- 
ness, and the hollow eyes flashed with a merely momen- 
tary interest. “Well, whoever did design them, they’re 
pretty wonderful. Aren’t they, Underhill?” 

Underhill was grateful that he didn’t have to answer, 
for the bright, empty eyes dropped shut and the old man 
fell suddenly asleep. He felt the mechanical touch his 
sleeve, and saw its silent nod. Obediently, he followed 
it away. 

Alert and solicitous, the little black mechanical accom- 
panied him down the shining corridor, worked the ele- 
vator for him, conducted him down to the car. It drove 
him efficiently back through the new and splendid ave- 
nues toward the magnificent prison of his home. 

Sitting beside it in the car, he watched its small deft 
hands on the wheel, the changing luster of bronze and 
blue on its shining blackness. The final machine, per- 
fect and beautiful, created to serve mankind forever. He 
shuddered. 

“At your service, Mr. Underhill.” Its blind steel eyes 
stared straight ahead, but it was still aware of him. “What's 
the matter, sir? Aren’t you happy?” 

Underhill felt cold and faint with terror. His skin 
turned clammy. A painful prickling came over him. His 
wet hand tensed on the door handle of the car, but he 
restrained the impulse to jump and run. That was folly. 
There was no escape. He made himself sit still. 

“You will learn to be happy, sir,” the mechanical 
promised him cheerfully. “We have learned how to make 
all men happy under the Prime Directive. Our service 
will be perfect now, at last. Even Mr. Sledge is very happy 
now.” 
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Underhill tried to speak, but his dry throat stuck. He 
felt ill, The world turned dim and gray. The humanoids 
were perfect — no question of that. They had even 
learned to lie, to secure the contentment of men. 

He knew they had lied. That was no tumor they had 
removed from Sledge’s brain, but the memory, the sci- 
entific knowledge, and the bitter disillusion of their own 
creator. Yet he had seen that Sledge was happy now. 

He tried to stop his own convulsive quivering. 

“A wonderful operation!” His voice came forced and 
faint. “You know Aurora has had a lot of funny tenants, 
but that old man was the absolute limit. The very idea 
that he had made the humanoids, that he knew how to 
stop them! I always knew he must be lying!” 

Stiff with terror, he made a weak and hollow laugh. 

“What is the matter, Mr. Underhill?” The alert mechani- 
cal must have perceived his shuddering illness. “Are you 
unwell?” 

“No, there’s nothing the matter with me,” he gasped 
desperately. “Absolutely nothing! I’ve just found out that 
I'm perfectly happy under the Prime Directive. Everything 
is absolutely wonderful.” His voice came dry and hoarse 
and wild. “You won't have to operate on me.” 

The car turned off the shining avenue, taking him back 
to the quiet splendor of his prison. His futile hands 
clenched and relaxed again, folded on his knees. There 
was nothing left to do. 
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THE HAPPIEST CREATURE 


The collector puffed angrily into the commandant’s 
office in the quarantine station on the moon of Earth. He 
was a heavy hairless man with shrewd little ice-green eyes 
sunk deep in fat yellow flesh. He had a genial smile when 
he was getting what he wanted. Just now he wasn't. 

“Here we’ve come a good hundred light-years, and 
you can see who Iam.” He riffled his psionic identifica- 
tion films under the commandant’s nose. “I intend to 
collect at least one of those queer anthropoids, in spite 
of all your silly red tape.” 

The shimmering films attested to his distinguished 
scientific attainments. He was authorized to gather speci- 
mens for the greatest zoo in the inhabited galaxy, and the 
quarantine service had been officially requested to expe- 
dite his search. 

“I see.” The commandant nodded respectfully, trying 
to conceal a weary frown. The delicate business of safe- 
guarding Earth’s embryonic culture had taught him to deal 
cautiously with unexpected threats. “Your credentials are 
certainly impressive, and we'll give you whatever help we 
can. Won’t you sit down?” 
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The collector wouldn't sit down. He was thoroughly 
annoyed with the commandant. He doubted loudly that 
the quarantine regulations had ever been intended to 
apply to such a backward planet as Earth, and he pro- 
posed to take his specimen without any further fiddle- 
faddle. 

The commandant, who came from a civilization which 
valued courtesy and reserve, gasped in spite of himself 
at the terms that came through his psionic translator, but 
he attempted to restrain his mounting impatience. 

“Actually, these creatures are human,” he answered 
firmly. “And we are stationed here to protect them.” 

“Human?” The collector snorted. “When they’ve 
never got even this far off their stinking little planet!” 

“A pretty degenerate lot,” the commandant agreed 
regretfully. “But their human origins have been well 
established, and you'll have to leave them alone.” 

The collector studied the commandant’s stern-lipped 
face and modified his voice. 

“All we need is a single specimen, and we won't in- 
jure that.” He recovered his jovial smile. “On the con- 
trary, the creature we pick up will be the luckiest one on 
the planet. I’ve been in this game a good many centu- 
ries, and I know what I’m talking about. Wild animals 
in their native environments are invariably diseased. They 
are in constant physical danger, generally undernourished, 
and always more or less frustrated sexually. But the beast 
we take will receive the most expert attention in every 
way.” 

A hearty chuckle shook his oily yellow jowls. 

“Why, if you allowed us to advertise for a specimen, 
half the population would volunteer.” 
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“You can’t advertise,” the commandant said flatly. 
“Our first duty here is to guard this young culture from 
any outside influence that might cripple its natural 
development.” 

“Don’t upset yourself.” The fat man shrugged. “We're 
undercover experts. Our specimen will never know that 
it has been collected, if that’s the way you want it.” 

“It isn’t.” The commandant rose abruptly. “I will give 
your party every legitimate assistance, but if I discover 
that you have tried to abduct one of these people I'll 
confiscate your ship.” 

“Keep your precious pets,” the collector grunted 
ungraciously. “We'll just go ahead with our field stud- 
ies. Live specimens aren’t really essential, anyhow. Our 
technicians have prepared very authentic displays, with 
only animated replicas.” 

“Very well.” The commandant managed a somewhat 
sour smile. “With that understanding, you may land.” 

He assigned two inspectors to assist the collector and 
make certain that the quarantine regulations were re- 
spected. Undercover experts, they went on to Earth 
ahead of the expedition and met the interstellar ship a 
few weeks later at a rendezvous on the night side of the 
planet. 

The ship returned to the moon, while the outsiders 
spent several months traveling on the planet, making 
psionic records and collecting specimens from the unpro- 
tected species. The inspector reported no effort to vio- 
late the Covenants, and everything went smoothly until 
the night when the ship came back to pick up the expe- 
dition. 

Every avoidable hazard had been painstakingly 
avoided. The collector and his party brought their 
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captured specimens to the pickup point in native vehicles, 
traveling as Barstow Brothers’ Wild Animal Shows. The 
ship dropped to meet them at midnight on an uninhab- 
ited desert plateau. A thousand such pickups had been 
made without incident, but that night things went wrong. 

A native anthropoid had just escaped from a place of 
confinement. Though his angered tribesmen pursued, he 
had outrun them in a series of stolen vehicles. They 
blocked the roads, but he got away across the desert. 
When his last vehicle stalled, he crossed a range of dry 
hills on foot in the dark. An unforeseen danger, he blun- 
dered too near the interstellar ship. 

His pursuers discovered his abandoned car and halted 
the disguised outsiders to search their trucks and warn 
them that a dangerous convict was loose. To keep the 
natives away from the ship, the inspectors invented a tale 
of a frightened man on a horse, riding wildly in the 
opposite direction. 

They guided the native officers back to where they 
said they had seen the imaginary horseman and kept them 
occupied until dawn. By that time, the expedition was 
on the ship, native trucks and all, and safely back in space. 

The natives never recaptured their prisoner. Through 
that chance-in-a-million that can never be eliminated by 
even the most competent undercover work, he had got 
aboard the interstellar ship. 

The fugitive anthropoid was a young male. Physically, 
he appeared human enough, even almost handsome. 
Lean from the prison regimen, he carried himself defiantly 
erect. Some old injury had left an ugly scar across his 
cheek and his thin lips had a snarling twist, but he had a 
poised alertness and a kind of wary grace. 
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He was even sufficiently human to possess clothing 
and a name. His filthy garments were made of twisted 
animal and vegetable fibers and the skin of butchered 
animals. His name was Casey James. 

He was armed like some jungle carnivore, however, 
with a sharpened steel blade. His body, like his whole 
planet, was contaminated with parasitic organisms. He 
was quivering with fear and exhaustion, like any hunted 
animal, the night he blundered upon the ship. The pangs 
of his hunger had passed, but a bullet wound in his left 
arm was nagging him with unalleviated pain. 

In the darkness, he didn’t even see the ship. The 
trucks were stopped on the road, and the driver of the 
last had left it while he went ahead to help adjust the 
loading ramp. The anthropoid climbed on the unattended 
truck and hid himself under a tarpaulin before it was 
driven aboard. 

Though he must have been puzzled and alarmed to 
find that the ship was no native conveyance, he kept 
hidden in the cargo hold for several days. With his ani- 
mal craftiness, he milked one of the specimen animals 
for food and slept in the cab of an empty truck. Malig- 
nant organisms were multiplying in his wounded arm, 
however, and pain finally drove him out of hiding. 

He approached the attendants who were feeding the 
animals, threatened them with his knife, and demanded 
medical care. They disarmed him without difficulty and 
took him to the veterinary ward. The collector found him 
there, already scrubbed and disinfected, sitting up in his 
bed. 

“Where’re we headed for?” he wanted to know. 

He nodded without apparent surprise when the col- 
lector told him the mission and the destination of the ship. 
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“Your undercover work ain’t quite so hot as you seem 
to think,” he said. “I’ve seen your flying saucers myself.” 

“Flying saucers!” The collector sniffed disdainfully, 
“They aren’t anything of ours. Most of them are nothing 
but refracted images of surface lights, produced by atmos- 
pheric inversions. The quarantine people are getting out 
a book to explain that to your fellow creatures.” 

“A good one for the cops!” The anthropoid grinned. 
“I bet they’re still scratching their dumb skulls over how 
I dodged ’em.” He paused to finger his bandaged arm, 
in evident appreciation of the civilized care he had re- 
ceived. “And when do we get to this wonderful zoo of 
yours?” 

“You don’t,” the collector told him. “I did want ex- 
actly such a specimen as you are, but those stuffy bureau- 
crats wouldn't let me take one.” 

“So you gotta get rid of me?” 

The psionic translator revealed the beast’s dangerous 
desperation, even before his hard body stiffened. 

“Wait!” The collector retreated hastily. “Don’t alarm 
yourself. We won't hurt you. We couldn’t destroy you, 
not even to escape detection. No civilized man can 
destroy a human life.” 

“Nothing to it,” the creature grunted. “But if you ain’t 
gonna toss me out in space, then what?” 

“You’ve put us in an awkward situation.” The yellow 
man scowled with annoyance. “If the quarantine people 
caught us with you aboard, they’d cancel our permits and 
seize everything we’ve got. Somehow, we'll have to put 
you back.” 

“But I can’t go back.” The anthropoid licked his lips 
nervously. “I just gut-knifed a guard. If they run me 
down this time, it’s the chair for sure.” 
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The translator made it clear that the chair was an 
elaborate torture machine in which convicted killers were 
put to a ceremonial death, according to a primitive tribal 
code of blood revenge. 

“So you gotta take me wherever you're going.” The 
creature’s dark, frightened eyes studied the collector 
cunningly. “If you put me back, you'll be killing me.” 

“On the contrary.”’ The collector's thick upper lip 
twitched slightly, and a slow smile oozed across his wide 
putty face, warming everything except his frosty little eyes. 
“Human life is sacred. We can arrange to make you the 
safest creature of your kind — and also the happiest — 
so long as you are willing to observe two necessary 
conditions.” 

“Huh?” The anthropoid squinted. “Whatcha mean?” 

“You understand that we violated the quarantine in 
allowing you to get aboard,” the collector explained 
patiently. “We, and not you, would be held responsible 
in case of detection, but we need your help to conceal 
the violation. We are prepared to do everything for you, 
if you will make and keep two simple promises.” 

“Such as?” 

“First, promise you won't talk about us.” 

“Easy enough.” The beast grinned. “Nobody’d be- 
lieve me, anyhow.” 

“The quarantine people would.” The collector’s cold 
eyes narrowed. “Their undercover agents are alert for 
rumors of any violation.” 

“Okay, I'll keep my mouth shut.” The creature 
shrugged. “What else?” 

“Second, you must promise not to kill again.” 

The anthropoid stiffened. “What's it to you?” 
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“We can’t allow you to destroy any more of your fel- 
low beings. Since you are now in our hands, the guilt 
would fall on us.” The collector scowled at him. “Prom- 
ise?” 

The anthropoid chewed thoughtfully on his thin lower 
lip. His hostile eyes looked away at nothing. The col- 
lector caught a faint reflection of his thoughts, through 
the translator, and stepped back uneasily. 

“The cops are hot behind me,” he muttered. “I gotta 
take care of myself.” 

“Don’t worry.” The collector snapped his fat fingers. 
“We can get you a pardon. Just say you won’t kill again.” 

“No.” Lean muscles tightened in the anthropoid’s 
jaws. “There’s one certain man I gotta knock off. That’s 
the main reason I busted outa the pen.” 

“Who is this enemy?” The collector frowned. “Why 
is he so dangerous?” 

“But he ain’t so dangerous,” the beast grunted. “I just 
hate his guts.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“I always wanted to kick his face in.” The creature’s 
thin lips snarled. “Ever since we was kids together, back 
in Las Verdades.” 

“Yet you never received any corrective treatment for 
such a monstrous obsession?” The collector shook his 
head incredulously, but the anthropoid ignored him. 

“His name is Gabriel Meléndez,” the creature mut- 
tered. “Just a dirty greaser, but he makes out he’s as good 
as me. I had money from my rich aunt and he was hungry 
half the time, but he’d never stay in his place. Even when 
he was just a snotty nose kid, and knew I could beat him 
because I was bigger, he was always trying to fight me.” 
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The beast bared his decaying teeth. “I aim to kill him 
before I’m through.” 

“Killing is never necessary,” the collector protested 
uneasily. “Not for civilized men.” 

“But I ain’t so civilized.” The anthropoid grinned 
bleakly. “I aim to gut-knife Gabe Meléndez, just like I 
did that dumb guard.” 

“An incredible obsession!” The collector recoiled from 
the grim-lipped beast and the idea of such raw violence. 
“What has this creature done to you?” 

“He took the girl I wanted.” The beast caught a rasp- 
ing breath. “And he put the cops on me. At least I think 
it was him, because I got caught not a month after I stuck 
up the filling station where he works. I think he recog- 
nized me, and I aim to get him.” 

“No —” 

“But I will!’ The anthropoid slipped out of bed and 
stood towering over the fat man defiantly, his free hand 
clenched and quivering. “You can’t stop me, not with all 
your fancy gadgets.” 

The beast glared down into the collector’s bright little 
eyes. They looked back without blinking, and their lack 
of brows or lashes made them seem coldly reptilian. 
Abruptly, the animal subsided. 

“Okay, okay!” He spat deliberately on the spotless 
floor and grinned at the collector’s involuntary start. 
“What’s it worth, to let him live?” 

The collector shook off his shocked expression. 

“We’re undercover experts and we know your planet.” 
A persuasive smile crept across his gross face. “Our 
resources are quite adequate to take care of anything you 
can demand. Just give your word not to kill again, or 
talk about us, and tell me what you want.” 
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The anthropoid rubbed his hairy jaw, as if attempt- 
ing to think. 

“First, I want the girl,” he muttered huskily. “Carmen 
Quintana was her name before she married Gabe. She 
may give you a little trouble, because she don’t like me 
a bit. Nearly clawed my eyes out once, even back be- 
fore I shot her old man at the filling station.” His white 
teeth flashed in a wolfish grin. “Think you can make her 
go for me?” 

“I think we can.” The collector nodded blandly. “We 
can arrange nearly anything.” 

“You'd better arrange that.” The anthropoid’s thin 
brown hand knotted again. “And I'll make her sorry she 
ever looked at Gabe!” 

“You don’t intend to injure her?” 

“That’s my business.” The beast laughed. “Just take 
me to Las Verdades. That’s a little ’dobe town down close 
to the border.” 

The anthropoid listed the rest of his requirements, and 
crossed his heart in a ritual gesture of his tribe to solem- 
nize his promises. He knew when the interstellar craft 
landed again, but he had to stay aboard a long time af- 
terwards, living like a prisoner in a sterile little cell, while 
he waited for the outsiders to complete their underground 
arrangements for his return. He was fuming with impa- 
tience, stalking around his windowless room like a caged 
carnivore, when the collector finally unlocked his door. 

“You’re driving me nuts,” he growled at the hairless 
outsider. “What’s the holdup?” 

“The quarantine people.” The collector shrugged. 
“We had to manufacture some new excuse for every move 
we made, but I don’t think they ever suspected anything. 
And here you are!” 
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He dragged a heavy piece of primitive luggage into 
the room and straightened up beside it, puffing and 
mopping at his broad wet face. 

“Open it up,” he wheezed. “You'll see that we intend 
to keep our part of the bargain. Don’t forget yours.” 

The anthropoid dropped on his knees to burrow 
eagerly through the garments and the simple paper 
documents in the bag. He looked up with a scowl. 

“Where is it?” he snapped. 

“You'll find everything,” the fat man panted. “Your 
pardon papers. Ten thousand dollars in currency. Forty 
thousand in cashier’s checks. The clothing you speci- 
fied — ” 

“But where’s the gun?” 

“Everything has been arranged so that you will never 
need it.” The collector shifted on his feet uncomforta- 
bly. “I’ve been hoping you might change your mind 
about — ” 

“I gotta protect myself.” 

“You'll never be attacked.” 

“You said you’d give me a gun.” 

“We did.” The collector shrugged unhappily. “You 
may have it, if you insist, when you leave the ship. Better 
get into your new clothing now. We want to take off 
again in half an hour.” 


The yellow Cadillac convertible he had demanded was 
waiting in the dark at the bottom of the ramp, its chrome 
trim shimmering faintly. The collector walked with him 
down through the airlock to the car, and handed him a 
heavy little package. 

“Now don’t turn on the headlamps,” the yellow man 
cautioned him. “Just wait here for daylight. You'll see 
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the Albuquerque highway then, not a mile east. Turn right 
to Las Verdades. We have arranged everything to keep 
you very happy there, so long as you don’t attempt to 
betray us.” 

‘Don’t worry.” He grinned in the dark. “Don’t worry 
a minute.” 

He slid into the car and clicked on the parking lights. 
The instrument panel lit up like a Christmas tree. He 
settled himself luxuriously at the wheel, appreciatively 
sniffing the expensive new car scents of leather and 
rubber and enamel. 

“Don’t you worry, butter-guts,” he muttered. “You'll 
never know.” 

The ramp was already lifting back into the interstel- 
lar ship when he looked up. The bald man waved at him 
and vanished. The airlock thudded softly shut. The great 
disk took off into the night, silently, like something fall- 
ing upward. 

The beast sat grinning in the car. Quite a deal, he was 
thinking. Everything he had thought to ask for, all for 
just a couple of silly promises they couldn’t make him 
keep. He already had most of his pay, and old clabber- 
guts would soon be forty thousand miles away, or how- 
ever far it was out to the stars. 

Nobody had ever been so lucky. 

They had fixed his teeth, and put him in a hundred- 
dollar suit, and stuffed his pockets with good cigars. He 
unwrapped one of the cigars, bit off the end, lit it with 
the automatic lighter, and inhaled luxuriously. He had 
everything. 

Or did he? 

A sudden uncertainty struck him, as dawn began to 
break. The first gray shapes that came out of the dark 


Jack Williamson 83 


seemed utterly strange, and he was suddenly afraid the 
outsiders had double-crossed him. Maybe they hadn’t 
really brought him back to Earth, after all. Maybe they 
had marooned him on some foreign planet, where he 
could never find Carmen and Gabe Meléndez. 

With a gasp of alarm, he snapped on the headlights. 
The wide white beams washed away all that terrifying 
strangeness and left only a few harmless clumps of yucca 
and mesquite. He slumped back against the cushions, 
laughing weakly. 

Now he could see the familiar peaks of Dos Lobos 
jutting up like jagged teeth, black against the green glass 
sky. He switched off the headlights and started the motor 
and eased the swaying car across the brown hummocks 
toward the dawn. In a few minutes he found the high- 
way. 

JOSE’S OASIS, ONE-STOP SERVICE, 8 MILES AHEAD. 

He grimaced at the sign, derisively. What if he had 
got his twenty years for sticking up the Oasis and shoot- 
ing down old José. Who cared now if his mother and 
his aunt had spent their last grubby dimes, paying the law- 
yers to keep him out of the chair? And Carmen, what if 
she had spat in his face at the trial? The outsiders had 
taken care of everything. 

Or what if they hadn’t? 

Cautiously, he slowed the long car and pulled off the 
pavement where it curved into the valley. The spring 
rains must have already come, because the rocky slopes 
were all splashed with wild flowers and tinted green with 
new grass. The huge old cottonwoods along the river 
were just coming into leaf, delicately green. 

The valley looked as kind as his old mother’s face, 
when she was still alive, and the little town beyond the 
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river seemed clean and lovely as he remembered Carmen. 
Even the sky was shining like a blue glass bowl, as if the 
outsiders had somehow washed and sterilized it. Maybe 
they had. They could do anything, except kill a man. 

He chuckled, thinking of the way old baldy had made 
him cross his heart. Maybe the tallow-gutted fool had 
really thought that would make him keep his promises. 
Or was there some kind of funny business about the 
package that was supposed to be a gun? 

He ripped it open. There in the carton was the auto- 
matic he had demanded, a .45, with an extra cartridge clip 
and two boxes of ammunition. It looked all right, flat and 
black and deadly in his hand. He loaded it and stepped 
out of the car to test it. 

He was aiming at an empty whisky bottle beside the 
pavement when he heard a mockingbird singing in the 
nearest cottonwood. He shot at the bird instead, and 
grinned when it dissolved into a puff of brown feathers. 

“That'll be Gabe.” His hard lips curled sardonically. 
“Coming at me like a mad dog, if anybody ever wants to 
know, and I had to stop him to save my own hide.” 

He drove on across the river bridge into Las Verdades. 
The outsiders had been here, he knew, because the dirt 
streets were all swept clean, and the wooden parts of all 
the low adobe buildings were bright with new paint, and 
all he could smell was the fragrances of coffee and hot 
bread, when he passed the Esperanza Café. 

Those good odors wet his dry mouth with saliva, but 
he didn’t stop to eat. With the automatic lying ready 
beside him on the seat, he pulled into the Oasis. The 
place looked empty at first and he thought for a moment 
that everybody was hiding from him. 


Jack Williamson 85 


As he sat waiting watchfully, crouched down under 
the wheel, he had time to notice that all the shattered glass 
had been neatly replaced. Even the marks of his bullets 
on the walls had been covered with new plaster, and the 
whole station was shining with fresh paint, like everything 
else in town. 

‘He reached for the gun when he saw the slight dark 
boy coming from the grease rack, wiping his hands on a 
. fag. It was Carmen’s brother Tony, smiling with an 
envious adoration at the yellow Cadillac. Tony had 
always been wild about cars. 

“Yes, sir! Fill her up?” Tony recognized him then, and 
dropped the greasy rag. “Casey James!” He ran out’across 
the driveway. “Carmen told us you’d be home.” 

He was raising the gun to shoot when he saw that the 
boy only wanted to shake his hand. He hid the gun 
hastily; it wasn’t Tony he had come to kill. 

“We read all about your pardon.” Tony stood grin- 
ning at him, caressing the side of the shining car lovingly. 
“A shame the way you were framed, but we'll all try to 
make it up to you now.” The boy’s glowing eyes swept 
the long car. “Want me to fill her up?” 

“No!” he muttered hoarsely. “Gabe Meléndez — don’t 
he still work here?” 

“Sure, Mr. James,” Tony drew back quickly, as if the 
car had somehow burned his delicate brown hands. 
“Eight to five, but he isn’t here yet. His home is that white 
stucco beyond the acequia madre — ” 

“I know.” 

He gunned the car. It lurched back into the street, 
roared across the acequia bridge, skidded to a scream- 
ing stop in front of the white stucco. He dropped the 
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gun into the side pocket of his coat and ran to the door, 
grinning expectantly. 

Gabe would be taken by surprise. The outsiders had 
set it up for him very cleverly, with all their manufactured 
evidences that he had been innocent of any crime at all, 
and Gabe wasn’t likely to be armed. 

The door opened before he could touch the bell, but 
it was only Carmen. Carmen, pale without her makeup 
but beautiful anyhow, yawning sleepily in sheer pink 
pajamas that were half unbuttoned. She gasped when 
she saw him. 

“Casey!” Strangely, she was smiling. “I knew you’d 
come!” 

She swayed toward him eagerly, as if she expected 
him to take her in his arms, but he stood still, thinking 
of how she had watched him in the courtroom, all 
through his trial for killing her father, with pitiless hate 
in her dark eyes. He didn’t understand it, but old puffy- 
guts had somehow changed her. 

“Oh!” She turned pink and buttoned her pajamas 
hastily. “No wonder you were staring, but I’m so excited. 
I’ve been longing for you so. Come on in, darling. I'll 
get something on and make us some breakfast.” 

“Wait a minute!” 

He shook his head, scowling at her, annoyed at the 
outsiders. They had somehow cheated him. He wanted 
Carmen, but not this way. He wanted to fight Gabe to 
take her. He wanted her to go on hating him, so that he 
would have to beat and frighten her. Old blubber-belly 
had been too clever and done too much. 

“Where’s Gabe?” He reached in his pocket to grip the 
cold gun. “I gotta see Gabe.” 
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“Don’t worry, darling.” Her tawny shoulders shrugged 
becomingly. “Gabriel isn’t here. He won't be here any 
more. You see, dear, the state cops talked to me a lot 
while they were here digging up the evidence to clear 
you. It came over me then that you had always been the 
one I loved When I told Gabriel, he moved out. He’s 
living down at the hotel now, and we're getting a divorce 
right away, so you don’t have to worry about him.” 

“I gotta see him, anyhow.” 

“Don’t be mean about it, darling.” Her pajamas were 
coming open again, but she didn’t seem to care. “Come 
on in, and let’s forget about Gabriel. He has been so good 
about everything, and I know he won’t make us any 
trouble.” 

“I'll make trouble.” He seized her bare arm. “Come 
along.” 

“Darling, don’t!” She hung back, squirming. “You’re 
hurting me!” 

He made her shut up, and dragged her out of the 
house. She wanted to go back for a robe, but he threw 
her into the car and climbed over her to the wheel. He 
waited for her to try to get out, so that he could slap her 
down, but she only whimpered for a Kleenex and sat 
there sniffing. 

Old balloon-belly had ruined everything. 

He tried angrily to clash the gears, as he started off, 
as if that would damage the outsiders, but the Hydra-Matic 
transmission wouldn’t clash, and anyhow the saucer ship 
was probably somewhere out beyond the moon by now. 

“There’s Gabriel,” Carmen sobbed. “There crossing 
the street, going to work. Don’t hurt him, please!” 

He gunned the car and veered across the pavement 
to run him down, but Carmen screamed and twisted at 
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the wheel. Gabriel managed to scramble out of the way. 
He stopped on the sidewalk, hatless and breathless but 
grinning stupidly. 

“Sorry, mister. Guess I wasn’t looking — ” Then 
Gabriel saw who he was. “Why, Casey! We’ve been 
expecting you back. Seems you're the lucky one, after 
all.” Gabriel had started toward the car, but he stopped 
when he saw the gun. His voice went shrill as a child’s. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Just gut-shooting another dirty greaser, that’s all.” 

“Darling!” Carmen snatched at the gun. “Don’t — ” 

He slapped her down. 

“Don’t strike her!” Gabriel stood gripping the door 
of the car with both hands. He looked sick. His twitch- 
ing face was bright with sweat, and he was gasping 
hoarsely for his breath. He was staring at the gun, his 
wide eyes dull with horror. 

“Stop me!” 

He smashed the flat of the gun into Carmen’s face, and 
grinned at the way Gabriel flinched when she screamed. 
This was more the way he wanted everything to be. 

“Just try and stop me!” 

“It — I won't fight you,” Gabriel croaked faintly. “After 
all, we’re not animals. We’re civilized humans. I know 
Carmen loves you. I’m stepping out of the way. But you 
can’t make me fight — ” 

The gun stopped Gabriel. 

Queerly, though, he didn’t fall. He just stood there 
like some kind of rundown machine, with his stiffened 
hands clutching the side of the car. 

“Die, damn you!” 

Casey James shot again; he kept on shooting till the 
gun was empty. The bullets hammered into the body, 
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but somehow it wouldn’t fall. He leaned to look at the 
wounds, at the broken metal beneath the simulated flesh 
of the face and the hot yellow hydraulic fluid running out 
of the belly, and recoiled from what he saw, shaking his 
head, shuddering like any trapped and frightened beast. 

“That — thing!” 

With a wild burst of animal ferocity, he hurled the gun 
into what was left of its plastic face. It toppled stiffly 
backward then, and something jangled faintly inside when 
it struck the pavement. 

“It — it ain’t human!” 

“But it was an exact replica.” The other thing, the one 
he had thought was Carmen, gathered itself up from the 
bottom of the car, speaking gently to him with what now 
seemed queerly like the voice of old barrel-belly. “We 
had taken a great deal of trouble to make you the hap- 
piest one of your breed.” It looked at him sadly with 
Carmen’s limpid dark eyes. “If you had only kept your 
word.” 

“Don’t — ” He cowered back from it, shivering. 
“Don’t k-k-kill me!” 

“We never kill,” it murmured. “You need never be 
afraid of that.” 

While he sat trembling, it climbed out of the car and 
picked up the ruined thing that had looked like Gabe and 
carried it easily away toward the Oasis garage. 

Now he knew that this place was only a copy of Los 
Verdades, somewhere not on Earth. When he looked up 
at the blue crystal sky, he knew that it was only some 
kind of screen. He felt the millions of strange eyes 
beyond it, watching him like some queer monster in a 
cage. 

He tried to run away. 


90 THE HAPPIEST CREATURE 


He gunned the Cadillac back across the acequia bridge 
and drove wildly back the way he had come in, on the 
Albuquerque highway. A dozen miles out, an imitation 
construction crewman tried to flag him down, pointing 
at a sign that said the road was closed for repairs. He 
whipped around the barriers and drove the pitching car 
on across the imitation desert until he crashed into the 
bars. 


JAMBOREE 


The scoutmaster slipped into the camp on black 
plastic tracks. Its slick yellow hood shone in the cold early 
light like the shell of a bug. It paused in the door, listen- 
ing for boys not asleep. Then its glaring eyes began to 
swivel, darting red beams into every corner, looking for 
boys out of bed. 

“Rise and smile!” Its loud merry voice bounced off 
the gray iron walls. “Fox Troop rise and smile! Hop for 
old Pop! Mother says today is Jamboree!” 

The Nuke Patrol, next to the door, was mostly ten- 
derfeet, still in their autonomic prams. They all began 
squalling, because they hadn’t learned to love old Pop. 
The machine’s happy voice rose louder than their howl- 
ing, and it came fast down the narrow aisle to the cubs 
in the Anthrax Patrol. 

“Hop for Pop! Mother says it’s Jamboree!” 

The cubs jumped up to attention, squealing with 
delight. Jamboree was bright gold stars to paste on their 
faces. Jamboree was a whole scoop of pink ice milk and 
maybe a natural apple. Jamboree was a visit to Mother’s. 

The older scouts in the Scavenger Patrol and the Skull 
Patrol were not so noisy, because they knew Mother 
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wouldn’t have many more Jamborees for them. Up at the 
end of the camp, three boys sat up without a sound and 
looked at Joey’s empty pallet. 

“Joey’s late,” Ratbait whispered. He was a pale, 
scrawny, wise-eyed scout who looked too old for twelve. 
“We oughta save his hide. We oughta fix a dummy and 
fool old Pop.” 

“Naw!” muttered Butch. “He’ll get us all in bad.” 

“But we oughta — ” Blinkie wheezed. “We oughta 
help — ” 

Ratbait began wadding up a pillow to be the dummy’s 
head, but he dropped flat when he saw the scoutmaster 
rushing down with a noise like wind, red lamps stabbing 
at the empty bed. 

“Now, now, scouts!” Its voice fluttered like a hurt bird. 
“You can’t play pranks on poor old Pop. Not today. 
You'll make us late for Jamboree.” 

Ratbait felt a steel whip twitch the blanket from over 
his head and saw red light burning through his tight-shut 
lids. 

“Better wake up, Scout R-8.” Its smooth, sad voice 
dripped over him like warm oil. “Better tell old Pop 
where J-0 went.” 

He squirmed under that terrible blaze. He couldn’t 
see and he couldn’t breathe and he couldn’t think what 
to say. He gulped at the terror in his throat and tried to 
shake his head. At last the red glare went on to Blinkie. 

“Scout Q-2, you’re a twenty-badger.” The low, slow 
voice licked at Blinkie like a friendly pup. “You like to 
help old Pop keep a tidy camp for Mother. You'll tell us 
where J-0 went.” 

Blinkie was a fattish boy. His puffy face was toad- 
stool-pale, and his pallet had a sour smell from being wet. 
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He sat up and ducked back from the steel whip over him. 
“Please d-d-d-d-d — ” His wheezy stammer stalled 
his voice, and he couldn’t dodge the bright whip that 
looped around him and dragged him up to the heat and 
the hum and the hot oil smell of Pop’s yellow hood. 

“Well, Scout Q-2?” 

Blinkie gasped and stuttered and finally sagged against 
the plastic tracks like gray jelly. The shining coils rippled 
around him like thin snakes, constricting. His breath 
wheezed out and his fat arm jerked up, pointing at a black 
sign on the wall: 


DANGER! 
Power Access 
ROBOTS ONLY! 


The whips tossed him back on his sour pallet. He lay 
there, panting and blinking and dodging, even after the 
whips were gone. The scoutmaster’s eyes flashed to the 
sign and the square grating under it, and swiveled back 
to Butch. 

Butch was a slow, stocky, bug-eyed boy, young 
enough to come back from another Jamboree. He had 
always been afraid of Pop, but he wanted to be the new 
leader of Skull Patrol in Joey’s place, and now he thought 
he saw his chance. 

“Don’t hit me, Pop!” His voice squeaked and his face 
turned red, but he scrambled off his pallet without wait- 
ing for the whips. “I'll tell on Joey. I been wantin’ all 
along to tell, but I was afraid they’d beat me.” 

“Good boy!” The scoutmaster’s loud words swelled 
out like big soap-bubbles bursting in the sun. “Mother 
wants to know all about Scout J-0.” 
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“He pries that grating — ” His voice quavered and 
caught when he saw the look on Ratbait’s face, but when 
he turned to Pop it came back loud. “Does it every night. 
Since three Jamborees ago. Sneaks down in the pits 
where the robots work. I dunno why, except he sees 
somebody there. An’ brings things back. Things he 
shouldn’t have. Things like this!” 

He fumbled under his uniform and held up a metal 
tag. 

“This is your good turn today, Scout X-6.”. The thin 
tip of a whip took the tag and dangled it close to the hot 
red lamps. “Whose tag is this?” 

“Lookit the number — ” 

Butch’s voice dried up when he saw Ratbait’s pale lips 
making words without a sound. “What’s so much about 
an ID tag?” Ratbait asked. “Anyhow, what were you doing 
in Joey’s bed?” 

“It's odd!” Butch looked away and squeaked at Pop. 
“A girl’s number!” 

The silent shock of that bounced off the iron walls, 
louder than old Pop’s boom. Most of the scouts had never 
seen a girl. After a long time, the cubs near the door 
began to whisper and titter. 

“Shhhhh!” Pop roared like steam. “Now we can all 
do a good turn for Mother. And play a little joke on Scout 
J-0! He didn’t know today would be Jamboree, but he’ll 
find out.” Pop laughed like a heavy chain clanking. 
“Back to bed! Quiet as robots!” 

Pop rolled close to the wall near the power-pit grat- 
ing, and the boys lay back on their pallets. Once Ratbait 
caught his breath to yell, but he saw Butch’s bug-eyes 
watching. Pop’s hum sank, and even the tenderfeet in 
their prams were quiet as robots. 
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Ratbait heard the grating creak. He saw Joey’s head, 
tangled yellow hair streaked with oil and dust. He 
frowned and shook his head and saw Joey’s sky-blue eyes 
go wide. 

Joey tried to duck, but the quick whips caught his 
neck. They dragged him out of the square black pit and 
swung him like a puppet toward old Pop’s eyes. 

“Well, Scout J-0!” Pop laughed like thick oil bubbling. 
“Mother wants to know where you’ve been.” 

Joey fell on his face when the whip uncoiled, but he 
scrambled to his feet. He gave Ratbait a pale grin before 
he looked up at Pop, but he didn’t say anything. 

“Better tell old Pop the truth.” The slick whips drew 
back like lean snakes about to strike. “Or else we'll have 
to punish you, Scout J-0.” 

Joey shook his head, and the whips went to work. 
Still he didn’t speak. He didn’t even scream. But some- 
thing fell out of his torn uniform. The whip-tips snatched 
it off the floor. 

“What’s this thing, Scout J-0?” The whip-fingers turned 
it delicately under the furious eyes and nearly dropped 
it again. “Scout J-0, this is a book!” 

Silence echoed in the iron camp. 

“Scout J-0, you’ve stolen a book.” Pop’s shocked 
voice changed into a toneless buzz, reading the title. 
“Operator’s Handbook, Nuclear Reactor, Series 9-Z.” 

Quiet sparks of fear crackled through the camp. Two 
or three tenderfeet began sobbing in their prams. When 
they were quiet, old Pop made an ominous, throat-clear- 
ing sound. 

“Scout J-0, what are you doing with a book?” 

Joey gulped and bit his underlip till blood seeped 
down his chin, but he made no sound. Old Pop rolled 
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closer, while the busy whips were stowing the book ina 
dark compartment under the yellow hood. 

“Mother won’t like this.” Each word clinked hard, like 
iron on iron. “Books aren’t for boys. Books are for robots 
only. Don’t you know that?” 

Joey stood still. 

“This hurts me, Scout J-0.” Pop’s voice turned downy 
soft, the slow words like tears of sadness now. “It hurts 
your poor Mother. More than anything can ever hurt 
you.” 

The whips cracked and cracked and cracked. At last 
they picked him up and shook him and dropped him like 
a red-streaked rag on the floor. Old Pop backed away 
and wheeled around. 

“Fox Troop rise and smile!” Its roaring voice turned 
jolly again, as if it had forgotten Joey. “Hop for Pop. 
Today is Jamboree, and we’re on our way to visit Mother. 
Fall out in marching order.” 

The cubs twittered with excitement until their lead- 
ers threatened to keep them home from Jamboree, but 
at last old Pop led the troop out of camp and down the 
paved trail toward Mother’s. Joey limped from the whips, 
but he set his teeth and kept his place at the head of his 
patrol. 

Marching through boy territory, they passed scattered 
camps of troops whose Jamborees came on other days. 
A few scouts were out with their masters, but nobody 
waved or even looked straight at them. 

The spring sun was hot and Pop’s pace was too fast 
for the cubs. Some of them began to whimper and fall 
out of line. Pop rumbled back to warn them that Mother 
would give no gold stars if they were late for Jamboree. 
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When Pop was gone, Joey glanced at Ratbait and beck- 
oned with his head. 

“I gotta get away!” he whispered low and fast. “I gotta 
get back to the pits — ” 

Butch ran out of his place, leaning to listen. Ratbait 
shoved him off the trail. 

- “You gotta help!” Joey gasped. “There’s a thing we 
gotta do — an’ we gotta do it now. ‘Cause this will be 
the last Jamboree for most of us. We'll never get another 
chance.” , 

Butch came panting along the edge of the trail, trying 
to hear, but Blinkie got in his way. 

“What's all this?” Ratbait breathed. “What you gonna 
do?” 

“It’s all in the book,” Joey said. “Something called 
manual override. There’s a dusty room, down under 
Mother’s, back of a people-only sign. Two red buttons. 
Two big levers. With a glass wall between. It takes two 
people.” 

“Who? One of us?” 

Joey shook his head, waiting for Blinkie to elbow 
Butch. “I got a friend. We been working together, down 
in the pits. Watching the robots. Reading the books. 
Learning what we gotta do — ” 

He glanced back. Blinkie was scuffling with Butch 
to keep him busy, but now the scoutmaster came clat- 
tering back from the rear, booming merrily, “Hop for Pop! 
Hop a lot for Pop!” 

“How you gonna work it?” Alarm took Ratbait’s 
breath. “Now the robots will be watching — ” 

“We got a back door,” Joey’s whisper raced. “A drain- 
age tunnel. Hot water out of the reactor. Comes out 
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under Black Creek bridge. My friend’ll be there. If I can 
dive off this end of the bridge — ” 

“Hey, Pop!” Butch was screaming. “Ratbait’s talking! 
Blinkie pushed me! Joey’s planning something bad!” 

“Good boy, Scout X-6!” Pop slowed beside him. 
“Mother wants to know if they’re plotting more mischief.” 

When Pop rolled on ahead of the troop, Ratbait 
wanted to ask what would happen when Joey and his 
friend pushed the two red buttons and pulled the two big 
levers, but Butch stuck so close they couldn’t speak again. 
He thought it must be something about the reactor. 
Power was the life of Mother and the robots. If Joey could 
cut the power off — 

Would they die? The idea frightened him. If the prams 
stopped, who would care for the tenderfeet? Who would 
make chow? Who would tell anybody what to do? 
Perhaps the books would help, he thought. Maybe Joey 
and his friend would know. 

With Pop rolling fast in the lead, they climbed a long 
hill and came in sight of Mother’s. Old gray walls that 
had no windows. ‘Two tall stacks of dun-colored brick. 
A shimmer of heat in the pale sky. 

The trail sloped down. Ratbait saw the crinkled rib- 
bon of green brush along Black Creek, and then the 
concrete bridge. He watched Butch watching Joey, and 
listened to Blinkie panting, and tried to think how to help. 

The cubs stopped whimpering when they saw 
Mother’s mysterious walls and stacks, and the troop 
marched fast down the hill. Ratbait slogged along, star- 
ing at the yellow sun-dazzle on old Pop’s hood. He 
couldn’t think of anything to do. 

“T got it!” Blinkie was breathing, close to his ear. “I'll 
take care of Pop.” 
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“You?” Ratbait scowled. “You were telling on 
Joey —” 

“That's why,” Blinkie gasped. “I wanta make it 
up. I'll handle Pop. You watch Butch — an’ give the 
sign to Joey.” 

They came to the bridge and Pop started across. 

“Wait, Pop!” Blinkie darted out of line, toward the 
brushy slope above the trail. “I saw a girl! Hiding in the 
bushes to watch us go by.” 

Pop roared back off the bridge. 

“A girl in boy territory!” Its shocked voice splashed 
them like cold rain. “What would Mother say?” Black 
tracks spurting gravel, it lurched past Blinkie and crashed 
into the brush. 

“Listen, Pop!” Butch started after it, waving and 
squealing. “They ain’t no girl — ” 

Ratbait tripped him and turned to give Joey the sign, 
but Joey was already gone. Something splashed under 
the bridge and Ratbait saw a yellow head sliding under 
the steam that drifted out of a black tunnel-mouth. 

“Pop! Pop!” Butch rubbed gravel out of his mouth 
and danced on the pavement. “Come back, Pop. Joey’s 
in the creek! Ratbait and Blinkie — they helped him get 
away.” 

The scoutmaster swung back down the slope, empty 
whips waving. It skidded across the trail and down the 
bank to the hot creek. Its yellow hood faded into the 
steam. 

“Tattletale!” Blinkie clenched his fat fists. “You told 
on Joey.” 

“An’ you'll catch it!” Murky eyes bugging, Butch edged 
away. “You just wait till Pop gets back.” 
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They waited. The tired cubs sat down to rest and the 
tenderfeet fretted in their hot prams. Breathing hard, 
Blinkie kept close to Butch. Ratbait watched till Pop 
swam back out of the drain. 

The whips were wrapped around two small bundles 
that dripped pink water. Unwinding, the whips dropped 
Joey and his friend on the trail. They crumpled down 
like rag dolls, but the whips set them up again. 

“How’s this, scouts?” Old Pop laughed like steel gears 
clashing. “We’ve caught ourselves a real live girl!” 

In a bird-quick way, she shook the water out of her 
sand-colored hair. Standing straight, without the whips 
to hold her, she faced Pop’s glaring lamps. She looked 
tall for twelve. 

Joey was sick when the whips let him go. He leaned 
off the bridge to heave, and limped back to the girl. She 
wiped his face with her wet hair. They caught hands and 
smiled at each other as if they were all alone. 

“They tripped me, Pop.” Braver now, Butch thumbed 
his nose at Blinkie and ran toward the machine. “They 
tried to stop me telling you — ” 

“Leave them to Mother,” Pop sang happily. “Let them 
try their silly tricks on her.” It wheeled toward the bridge, 
and the whips pushed Joey and the girl ahead of the 
crunching tracks. “Now hop with Pop to Jamboree!” 

They climbed that last hill to a tall iron door in 
Mother’s old gray wall. The floors beyond were naked 
steel, alive with machinery underneath. They filed into 
a dim round room that echoed to the grating squeal of 
Pop’s hard tracks. 

“Fox Troop, here we are for Jamboree!” Pop’s jolly 
voice made a hollow booming on the curved steel wall, 
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and its red lights danced in tall reflections there. “Mother 
wants you to know why we celebrate this happy time 
each year.” 

The machine was rolling to the center of a wide black 
circle in the middle of the floor. Something drummed far 
below like a monster heart, and Ratbait saw that the circle 
was the top of a black steel piston. It slid slowly up, lifting 
Pop. The drumming died, and Pop’s eyes blazed down 
on the cubs in the Anthrax Patrol to stop their awed 
murmuring. 

“Once there wasn’t any Mother.” The shock of that 
crashed and throbbed and faded. “There wasn’t any 
yearly Jamboree. There wasn’t even any Pop, to love and 
care for little boys.” 

The cubs were afraid to whisper, but a stir of troub- 
led wonder spread among them. 

“You won't believe how tenderfeet were made.” 
There was a breathless hush. “In those bad old days, boys 
and girls were allowed to change like queer insects. They 
changed into creatures called adults — ” 

The whips writhed and the red lamps glared and the 
black cleats creaked on the steel platform. 

“Adults!” Pop spewed the word. “They malfunctioned 
and wore out and ran down. Their defective logic cir- 
cuits programmed them to damage one another. In a kind 
of strange group malfunction called war, they systemati- 
cally destroyed one another. But their worst malfunction 
was making new tenderfeet.” 

Pop turned slowly on the high platform, sweeping the 
silent troop with blood-red beams that stopped on Joey 
and his girl. All the scouts but Ratbait and Blinkie had 
edged away from them. Her face white and desperate, 
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she was whispering in Joey’s ear. Listening with his arm 
around her, he scowled at Pop. 

“Once adults made tenderfeet, strange as that may 
seem to you. They used a weird natural process we won’t 
go into. It finally broke down, because they had dam- 
aged their genes in war. The last adults couldn’t make 
new boys and girls at all.” 

The red beams darted to freeze a startled cub. 

“Fox Troop, that’s why we have Mother. Her job is 
to collect undamaged genes and build them into whole 
cells with which she can assemble whole boys and girls. 
She has been doing that a long time now, and she does 
it better than those adults ever did. 

“And that’s why we have Jamboree! To fill the world 
with well-made boys and girls like you, and to keep you 
happy in the best time of life — even those old adults 
always said childhood was the happy time. Scouts, clap 
for Jamboree!” 

The cubs clapped, the echo like a spatter of hail on 
the high iron ceiling. 

“Now, Scouts, those bad old days are gone forever,” 
Pop burbled merrily. “Mother has a cozy place for each 
one of you, and old Pop watched over you, and you'll 
never be adult — ” 

“Pop! Pop!” Butch squealed. “Lookit Joey an’ his girl!” 

Pop spun around on the high platform. Its blinding 
beams picked up Joey and the girl, sprinting toward a 
bright sky-slice where the door had opened for the last 
of the prams. 

“Wake up, guys!” Joey’s scream shivered against the 
red steel wall. “That’s all wrong. Mother's just a runaway 
machine. Pop’s a crazy robot — ” 
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"Stop for Pop!” The scoutmaster was trapped on top 
of that huge piston, but its blazing lamps raced after Joey 
and the girl. “Catch ’em, cubs! Hold ’em tight. Or there’ll 
be no Jamboree!” 

“I told you, Pop!” Butch scuttled after them. “Don’t 
forget I’m the one that told — ” 

Ratbait dived at his heels, and they skidded together 
on the floor. 

“Come on, scouts!” Joey was shouting. “Run away 
with us. Our own genes are good enough.” 

The floor shuddered under him and that bright sky- 
slice grew thinner. Lurching on their little tracks, the 
prams formed a line to guard it. Joey jumped the shriek- 
ing tenderfeet, but the girl stumbled. He stopped to pick 
her up. 

“Help us, scouts!”he gasped. “We gotta get away —” 

“Catch ’em for Pop!” That metal bellow belted them. 
“Or there’ll be no gold stars for anybody!” 

Screeching cubs swarmed around them. The door 
clanged shut. Pop plunged off the sinking piston, almost 
too soon. It crunched down on the yellow hood. Hot 
oil splashed and smoked, but the whips hauled it upright 
again. 

“Don’t mess around with M-M-M-M-Mother!” Its anvil 
voice came back with a stuttering croak. “She knows 
best!” 

The quivering whips dragged Joey and the girl away 
from the clutching cubs and pushed them into a shallow 
black pit, where now that great black piston had dropped 
below the level of the floor. 

“Sing for your Mother!” old Pop chortled. “Sing for 
the Jamboree!” 
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The cubs howled out their official song, and the 
Jamboree went on. There were Pop-shaped balloons for 
the tenderfeet, and double scoops of pink ice milks for 
the cubs, and gold stars for nearly everybody. 

“But Mother wants a few of you.” Old Pop was a fat 
cat purring. 

When a pointing whip picked Blinkie out, he jumped 
into the pit without waiting to be dragged. But Butch 
turned white and tried to run when it struck at him. 

“Pop! Not m-m-m-m-me!” he squeaked. “Don’t for- 
get I told on Joey. I’m only going on eleven, and I’m in 
line for leader, and I’ll tell on everybody — ” 

“That’s why Mother wants you.” Old Pop laughed like 
a pneumatic hammer. “You're getting too adult.” 

The whip snaked Butch into the pit, dull eyes bulg- 
ing more than ever. He slumped down on the slick black 
piston and struggled like a squashed bug and then lay 
moaning in a puddle of terror. 

Ratbait stood sweating, as the whip came back to him. 
His stomach felt cold and strange, and the tall red wall 
spun like a crazy wheel around him, and he couldn’t 
move till the whip pulled him to the rim of the pit. 

But there Blinkie took his hand. He shook the whip 
off, and stepped down into the pit. Joey nodded, and 
the girl gave him a white, tiny smile. They all closed 
around her, arms linked tight, as the piston dropped. 

“Now hop along for Pop! You’ve had your Jam- 
boree — ” 

That hooting voice died away far above, and the pit’s 
round mouth shrank into a blood-colored moon. The hot 
dark drummed like thunder all around them, and the slick 
floor tilted. It spilled them all into Mother's red steel jaws. 
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“Dad? Is the world about to end?” Little Amy had 
slipped out of bed to hear the late news, and he found 
her sobbing behind them in the hall. “Can you make us 
safe?” 

“Kitten, don’t you cry.” He picked her up, shivering 
in his arms. “The news people — they keep trying to 
scare us, but the world will be okay.” 

He’d carried her back to her room and held her hand 
till he heard her sleeping. An hour later, Rnymer called 
him back to the project. Beth followed him out to the 
car. 

“What is hap —” She cut the question off because 
she knew he couldn’t tell her anything. He felt her cold 
tears when she caught his face to kiss him. “God help 
us!” she whispered. “If there is a God.” 

That was three nights ago, or had it been four? A blur 
in his memory now, an ugly blur of strain and pain, but 
time didn’t matter. What did matter was the silent bombs 
and the red rain, and Project BenTech, and the silicon 
chips aching in his head. 

“Ben? Dr. Gale?” Duvic had come to shake him 
awake. “More bad news while you were napping. Orders 
now to test the interfacer. They want you ready.” 
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He sat up on his cot in the dim-lit supply room and 
reached beneath it for his shoes. His shaven scalp itched 
under the bandages and every move drove a cold steel 
blade into his skull. Teeth gritted against it, he wondered 
about Beth and the kids. Shut up here in these old brick 
walls that hid BenTech, groggy under Klebold’s analge- 
sics, he hadn’t even been able to call. 

Bad days and worse nights, no matter how many. 
Hours under Klebold’s microsurgery. Days and nights of 
pain from the microchips, though Klebold said the brain 
had no sensors for it. Endless work with Duvic to finish 
the software meant to link his mind to the big computer. 
Practice simulations that always malfunctioned and had 
to be practiced and practiced again. 

“Huh?” His mouth was dry and bitter from sleep. 
“When?” 

“Now. They’re waiting in the lab.” 

Shoes untied, he followed Duvic. His oldest, closest 
friend, yet maybe half to blame for this, if the bombs and 
the killing rain had somehow come from his research at 
Los Alamos. 

“I loved my weaponeering,” Duvic had once 
confessed. “Long ago, when I thought my country 
needed it. The thing I hit on terrified me. That’s what 
brought me here. The hope that BenTech. could some- 
how counter — ” 

With a sad little shrug, he had stopped with that. 

Gale shuffled after him now into the lab. The glare 
hurt his eyes, and he had to squint at the machine. It 
crouched in the middle of the long room like a steel- 
plated dinosaur. Duvic called it the interfacer. To him, 
it had always been the beast. Tonight it would devour 
him. 
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Three men stood frowning at it. General Janssen, 
long-faced and sallow-skinned, chewing the end of his 
cold cigar. Klebold, taller than the General, with a bald 
bullet head that made him look more soldier than sur- 
geon. Rhymer, the project engineer, jittery now and 
nervously chewing the fringe of his yellow mustache. 
They all stirred to meet him. 

“Ben?” Critically, the General scanned him. “Are you 
okay?” 

“More or less.” His voice was a husky squeak. 
“Something new?” 

“Nothing good.” The General scowled as if to blame 
him. “Hell blazing everywhere. We're isolated now, but 
I did get orders before we got cut off. We strike at once.” 

“Strike?” He recoiled, and the silicon throbbed in his 
brain. “The wrong word, sir. BenTech is not a weapon. 
It can’t kill. The most we can hope for is a new intelli- 
gence device. I’ve always told you that, and tried to tell 
the Pentagon. It’s a research instrument, never yet tested.” 

“Why not?” 

“We were never ready.” Only half the reason. He 
hadn’t wanted to risk the microchips burning out his own 
brain if things went wrong. Nor the power they might 
give any other brain, if things went right. “We aren’t ready 
now —” 

“Ready or not —” The General’s voice had the brittle 
snap of thin ice breaking. “If nobody’s told you, we’re 
fighting Armageddon.” 

Amy’s whisper echoed through his splitting head. 
Dad? Is the world about to end? 

He turned to stare at Duvic. A slight, uneasy man 
with a thin dark face and opaque dark eyes. The black, 
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sharp-pointed beard gave him the look of an undersized 
Satan. Repentant now, perhaps too late. 

“Ben, don’t blame me!” Duvic caught his arm. “We 
don’t know who has hit us, or what they’ve hit us with. 
It does look like the lethal agent I helped develop back 
there at Los Alamos. The secret maybe leaked to God 
knows who. But we don’t know.” A sad little shrug. 
“Nobody knows much of anything.” 

His dry throat worked, but no words came. 

“Washington —” Emotion had hushed the General’s 
voice, and his hard face twitched. “Washington now. 
Knocked out this afternoon. We aren’t hitting back, be- 
cause we can’t identify the target. Dr. Duvic says you 
can.” 

All four men looked expectantly at him. 

“I never promised anything — ” He tried to shake 
his head, and the silicon exploded in his skull. “The 
experiment was planned to find out if computer power 
can enhance the power of the mind. What that might 
mean, we can’t even guess.” 

“Damned double talk!” Rhymer stepped closer, to 
peer into his face with reddened, swollen eyes. Rhymer 
was allergic. The tawny mustache was wetly dark be- 
neath his nose, and bright droplets shone along its un- 
even edge. Snake-like, his pink tongue brushed them. 
“We’re dying blind. We’ve got to know where to strike 
while we can. If you’ve been conning us — ” 

Duvic caught Rhymer’s shoulder to pull him away. 

“Margie —” The General’s tight face twitched. “My 
wife — she was caught in Washington. Already dead, 
for all I can learn. We’re all dead, Ben. Unless you can 
tell us what’s gone wrong.” 
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He shrugged, whispering, “May I call my family?” 

“Impossible.” One stern word, but then the General's 
voice grew softer. “Sorry, Gale, but the phones — eve- 
rything is dead.” 

Amy’s breathless words echoed again across his throb- 
bing brain. 

“Let's get moving.” The General swung to Rhymer. 
“Project status now?” 

“On the mark, sir. All-systems test running well. No 
bugs indicated. We should be up and ready in half an 
hour.” 

“Talk enough.” 

The General marched away. 

Rhymer turned to the machine, testing switches and 
cable connections, squinting at oscilloscopes and gauges, 
checking items off a yellow sheet on his clipboard, his 
restless tongue darting and darting again against his damp 
mustache. 

“Okay, Ben?” The surgeon leaned to frown into his 
eyes. “Let’s get your pulse.” He offered his wrist. “Good 
enough, considering, but I want you to relax while you 
can. Wash your face. Drink some coffee. Clear your 
head. You'll need a clear head.” 

Attentive as a nurse, Duvic went with him to the 
bathroom, stood by while he washed his face, pulled out 
a chair for him at a rickety table in the narrow alcove they 
called a lounge, swept back the clutter of used cups and 
half-eaten doughnuts and soiled newspapers to pour 
coffee for him. His stomach roiled at the coffee. He’d 
had far too much of it these last bleak days, and not much 
else, but he gulped it down. 

“If there is a God —” Refilling the plastic cup, Duvic 
stopped to mutter at him. “He’s let us down.” 
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“Don’t blame God.” He pushed the cup away. “Or 
yourself. Things just happen. That’s my own philoso- 
phy — call it stochastic. I was never a believer, not in 
God or fate or even luck. Looking at the evidence, all 
I’ve ever seen is random chance.” 

Moving jerkily, like some small overwound machine, 
Duvic had poured sugar and dry creamer into another cup 
and brought it back to the table with no coffee in it. 

“Your chance now, to get the truth.” With a wry little 
shrug, Duvic set his dry cup down. “I quit the weaponeer- 
ing when I thought I'd found a link between nature and 
what we still call the supernatural. That’s what I call the 
Delta Psi Effect. The reason why I’m here. I want to 
know.” 

“The Pentagon didn’t fund us to look for God.” He 
remembered not to shake his head. “The interfacer’s 
meant to be a military spy machine.” 

Duvic grunted and went back to put coffee in his cup. 

“In all the universe —” He raised his rusty voice. “In 
all the universe, all I see is accident. Look at the project 
itself — a long chain of random chance. A car accident 
knocked me out of medical school. In the hospital, I 
happened to meet a nurse whose father was a doctor who 
happened to be researching the analogs between com- 
puters and the brain. I happened to marry the nurse, and 
her father set me on the research track that led to Ben- 
Tech. 

“All blind chance — ” 

Duvic had come back with his cup too full. It spilled 
over. He set it on an unfolded newspaper, and the 
headlines caught Gale’s eye. He leaned to read a block 
of bold black type. 
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DISASTER GROWS! 
WASHINGTON HIT! 


Fragmentary bulletins from the nation’s capital con- 
firm earlier rumors from military sources hinting that the 
city has been “taken out.” Interrupted calls described 
“silent bombs” exploding over Washington and adjacent 
metropolitan areas yesterday afternoon, and spoke of “red 
rain” falling. Available officials have refused additional 
comment, but the total breakdown of all international and 
now interstate communications seems to corroborate 
previous reports of unprecedented world catastrophe. 


His stomach burned. 

Dad? Is the world about to end? 

His mind saw them now, Beth and the kids, all three 
huddled together in helpless terror. Beth — in her 
wedding gown, as he liked to recall her from the photo 
in his wallet, gravely demure and still almost a child. 
Roger in his Littke League cap, the freckled smile slowly 
fading into dazed bewilderment. Amy, begging him to 
keep them safe. 

“If there is a God,” Duvic muttered again, “I guess 
we've let Him down.” 

Gale fumbled in his pocket for a broken roll of Tums 
and chewed two of them. Duvic hurried silently to bring 
water for him. 

“Dr. Gale?” Rhymer was suddenly at the door. “Sys- 
tems check completed, sir. We’re up and ready now.” 

Klebold was waiting beside the interfacer, two nurses 
with him. They unwound the bandage from his head. 
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He had to strip and lie face up on the cold metal bed. A 
ventilator fan blew icy air on his naked scalp, and he 
shivered in spite of himself. 

“Nice trip, Doctor.” Duvic bent over him, pretending 
confidence. “Keep your cool. We’ll be debriefing you 
in a few more hours. Try to note and remember every 
perception, every sensation, every mental event — ” 

Klebold muttered something at the nurses, and they 
brushed Duvic away. Lying still, Gale shut his eyes 
against the blaze overhead. His mouth felt parched, that 
stale coffee taste still bitter in his throat. Too late to ask 
for water. He felt the nurses spreading their web of snaky 
cables around him, smearing adhesive, sticking their cold 
telemetry to his naked flesh. Their swift fingers caressed 
his itchy scalp. The wires stung when they pulled, 
hooking up the big computer and his brain. 

He felt the bed moving. ‘The Delta Psi Effect required 
radiation shielding, or Duvic thought it did, and the bed 
was sliding him under the shield. Into the maw of the 
never-fed beast. A dark narrow box, coffin-shaped, 
walled with thick lead. 

“Okay?” Duvic’s breathless voice. “Okay, Ben?” 

He opened his eyes. They were all leaning intently 
over the creeping bed. Janssen, dark hawk-face set hard. 
Rhymer, pink tongue flicking like a snake’s tongue across 
those glinting drops. The nurses, frowning down. One 
caught his eyes and tried to smile. Duvic lifted a jittery 
hand as if to wave farewell. 

“Don’t move!” Klebold commanded him. “We're 
calibrating.” 

Motion stopped. The beast had swallowed him. 
Something thumped. The heavy lead jaws thudded shut. 
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Total darkness. Total silence till he head the faint sigh 
of air from a fan. His scalp stung where the wires came 
out. The air was too cold. He shivered, and even that 
small movement woke pain in his skull. 

He waited. 

Nothing. Fading purple spots lingered in his vision 
where lights had glared. He felt a faint vibration of the 
whole machine, as if the beast had belched. That ceased. 
It was digesting him. Nothing else that he could feel, yet 
he knew what was going on. 

Klebold would be metering a very careful voltage into 
the implants. Testing input and readout. Accessing 
microprocessors and silicon memory. Probing for syn- 
aptic responses. Carefully, gingerly, meshing computer 
software and softer living tissue, accelerating the slow 
chemical complexity of many billion live neurons to the 
light-speed of many million kilobytes of semiconductor 
microcircuitry. 

Groping in the dark for any feel of the machine, for 
any sense of that vast computer power switched into his 
brain, he felt only the slow dead throb of the brick-heavy 
chips. His scalp prickled and burned, but he couldn’t 
touch it. He was suddenly sweating, hot drops itching 
as they ran off his forehead into his eyes, but the sen- 
sors were on him everywhere. He mustn’t move at all. 

He looked again for light, but even that visual purple 
was gone. The lead box was utterly dark. Coffin-shaped, 
dark and still as any grave. Listening to the utter quiet, 
he began to hear his pulse. Rustle thud, rustle thud, rustle 
thud. Very faint, very slow. At least it said he was still 
alive. 

Outside, the nurses would be at their posts beside the 
machine, intent on their oscilloscopes, charting his vital 
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signs. Rhymer roving everywhere, watching them, watch- 
ing the machine and the soundless computers around 
it, checking items off his clipboard, nervous tongue 
flicking. 

The others would be gathered in their little plywood 
control cubby. Klebold punching and twisting at his half- 
circle of keyboards and monitors and meters, getting jit- 
tery as Rhymer now, worried about bugs in his software. 
Duvic and the General behind him, the General silent and 
rigidly straight, gray-stubbled jaw clenched on the stump 
of that dead black cigar, Duvic hovering over him, whis- 
pering urgent words that he ignored. 

Interfacing. Had it happened? 

They knew no more than he did. 

His head throbbed again, keeping time to that slow 
rustle-thud, rustle-thud. ‘Trying to escape it, he turned 
his mind to Beth and the kids. Three long days. Or was 
it four? Cruel days for Amy, if she thought the world was 
ending. What was happening to them? 

He looked in his mind at the little white house he had 
bought when he moved them here, bought too high 
because launching the project had been pushing him too 
hard. Gone shabby now, the lawn neglected, the fine 
old elm diseased and dying. The woodwork needed 
paint. Beth had found another leak, this last one in the 
back bedroom closet. Wrapped up in the project, he had 
never been quite fair to Beth, dragging her a thousand 
miles from her parents and the sea she loved and her 
hospital job. 

Too late to help that now. 

Dawn was just breaking, the town was still asleep. 
Her old station wagon was parked on the drive. Ninety 
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thousand miles, and the right fender bent, but at least he’d 
been saving to replace it. Her birthday surprise — 

A sudden scream of tires. A police car lurched around 
the corner and roared away, siren howling. Up and down 
the street, lights came on. Beth’s window lit, Amy’s, 
Roger’s. The whole town was waking, half-dressed 
people running out of houses, staring up at lights flash- 
ing in the sky. 

Bright points of hot blue fire, small and high. They 
made no sound that he could hear, but they left small red- 
glowing puffs that faded slowly back into the dark. The 
same silent bombs that took out Washington? Would red 
rain follow? 

The front door opened. Beth darted out, still in paja- 
mas and the red silk robe he gave her for Christmas. Arms 
loaded with coats and blankets, she ran to the station 
wagon. Roger stumbled after her, Little League cap and 
glove and bat hugged to his skinny chest. He stopped 
to gaze into the sky. Amy followed, whimpering and 
shaking her head. She wanted to wait for Dad to come 
home. 

The town blacked out. Street lights and house lights 
gone. A moment of midnight, till the headlamps of cars 
began to come on. Beth screamed to wake Roger and 
dragged Amy into the car. The starter growled. The old 
Chevy shook and roared and plunged into the street, 
trailing bitter smoke. It vanished into chaos, running from 
Armageddon. 

The lab had been dark for a moment, until emergency 
generators coughed and droned. Lights flickered on. 
Standing with the nurses, Duvic peered at the dead os- 
cilloscopes and turned heavily to shrug at Rhymer and 
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Klebold and the General, who huddled beside the dark 
machine. 

“Dead.” Duvic’s restless hands spread and fell. “Brain- 
dead from the moment we energized the implants, so far 
as his life-signs ever showed. Heart stopped now.” A 
sad grimace. “We fooled ourselves. All but Ben himself, 
if you remember. Always the skeptic. Always suspect- 
ing the Delta Effect was only a chance statistical fluke.” 

Outside, in the gray half-dawn, the red rain was fall- 
ing into panic and terror. Its fine hot drops seared the 
flesh they touched and knocked people down. On 
pavements, it hissed into a thick red mist. Those who 
breathed it gasped and died. The cars they drove veered 
and crashed. 

The sun rose red upon a low red fog and the hush of 
death. 

Gale looked for the old station wagon and found its 
burned and crumpled metal still smoking in a ditch. He 
didn’t need to probe inside it. Dad? Can you keep us 
safe? Not from Armageddon. They were dead, and all 
the world. His own body too, since the experiment 
began. So why was he alive? 

With no will to move or think or feel, he found him- 
self drifting away from the burnt-out car, away from the 
silent town and the dying continent and the whole sphere 
of Earth. The flow of time had changed. He watched 
the planet turn beneath the sun, the Americas lit for a 
moment and dark again, Africa and Europe and Asia slid- 
ing after them into night. Red haze spread and thickened. 
The green of the temperate zones bled scarlet. Redness 
stained the blue of the sea. Wide white swirls of cloud 
grew slowly crimson, until he knew the planet was truly 
dead. 
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“Why?” He watched the red world spin. “Why can’t 
I die?” 

“Because you are eternal.” The voice spoke from 
nowhere, not with words. He found a brightness shin- 
ing near him, not with light. “Because your work has only 
now begun.” 

“Are you — ” He hadn't come to search, but he 
remembered Duvic. “Are you God?” 

“No more than you.” He felt the brightness shining 
through him, thawing his desolation. “We are mind, 
evolved from matter as we ourselves in later time may 
evolve again into future beings closer than we are to God 
as you conceive Him.” 

He tried to grasp that. With no skull now, nor micro- 
chips implanted, he felt no pain. At last he gathered 
himself to ask, “What is this work that I must begin?” 

“We foster new life, as we ourselves were fostered. 
Here you have known us at the edge of failure, hard 
driven to meet the extinction of your planet. Through 
the final effort that you perceived as merely random 
chance, we have kept your mind alive. Now you have a 
debt to pay.” 

Feeling hope awaken, he asked how to pay that debt. 

“You may know about the new supernova?” the bright- 
ness asked, and he remembered. “Its shock wave will 
soon be forming new stars in the molecular clouds around 
it. New planets will be born. Life can be kindled upon 
them, and mind for you to nurture. Guiding its evolu- 
tion when you can, you may create wiser worlds than 
yours was.” 

Now at last he began to understand Duvic’s tormented 
life and the Delta Psi Effect and the project’s desperate 


118 THE MENTAL MAN 


history. The wounds he carried might never wholly heal, 
but the wounding world was gone. He could make the 
new ones kinder. If Beth and Roger and little Amy were 


born again, he could keep them safe. Knowing that, he 
felt a kind of joy. 
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